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This study explored the first-year higher education experiences of seven students 
studying at a particular private higher education institution in Johannesburg, South 
Africa.  It examined narrated experiences of their first year of study as means to reveal 
their student identities. In acknowledging stories as a lens to reveal identity, this study 
focused on student stories as lenses of sense-making of the transition to higher 
education. It adds to the emerging discourse in local and international literature on the 
role of narrative in understanding first-year student identity development.   
 
Field texts used in this study to construct the transition narratives of respondents 
included narrative interviews, images, informal conversations, student drawings, a 
focus group discussion, student reflections, and the use of respondents’ academic 
results data. The analyses of field text sets were used as a springboard to discover 
how student identity development emerged through story.  
 
The study employed the use of a qualitative research paradigm and a complementary 
methods design-type to answer the research question: “What do first-year students’ 
transition narratives reveal about their emerging student identities?” The use of 
narrative analysis (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Kim, 2016; Mishler, 1995; Riessman, 
2002, 2008) facilitated a vertical construction of individual ‘becoming’ stories, resulting 
in biographical narrative portraits of the seven respondents. Following this, thematic 
analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) facilitated a horizontal analysis across the seven 
respondents resulting in five broad themes, most consisting of a variety of sub-themes, 
emerging across all seven respondents. Common themes of the seven respondents’ 
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experiences allowed theorisation from the cases whilst keeping the individual stories 
intact. 
 
The study demonstrated the fluidity of the boundaries between the two approaches of 
analysis, and facilitated deeper understandings of students’ experiences of their first 
year.  The use of multiple methods for collecting field texts to better understand how 
they constructed their identities, is a fresh approach to revealing the emergence of 
student identity.   
The narrative portraits tell respondents’ stories of becoming first-year students from 
individual vantage points, confirming the notion that unique, individual experiences are 
rich tapestries of personal experience and constitutive of identity formation. 
The thematic analysis assisted in identifying several influences that actively 
contributed to the formation of respondents’ student identity development.  These 
influences may not be transferable due to the size of the sample, but could be clearly 
delineated from the respondents’ narrative portraits. 
The thematic findings revealed that each respondent encountered and navigated 
various challenges in their commencing year in higher education. Their identities as 
students were formed through their personal and institutional journeys in their first 
year. 
Respondents’ first-year student identities were formed through interpersonal 
experiences such as friendships, their families, their faith, and issues of finances in 
their personal journeys of their first year. Their first-year student identities were formed 
through intrapersonal experiences of their first year, characterised by their personal 
experiences, their emotions, and their personal strengths and growth. Institutional 
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experiences between leaving high school and before commencing study in their 
institutional journeys contributed to the formation of their first-year identities. Their 
experiences of formal learning in their institutional journeys formed their first-year 
identities which were characterised by the changes that they experienced between 
school and higher education as well as their academic experiences. Lastly, their first-
year identities were formed through learning experiences beyond the classroom in 
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CHAPTER 1 – INTRODUCTION 
 Prologue: setting the stage 
As researcher I am aware of the fact that the process of research is an iterative one – 
a constant moving backwards and forwards, with much editing and smoothing to 
create a final, polished product in the form of a doctoral thesis. The reading of this 
thesis may be slightly disconcerting at first for the reader, in the sense that it moves 
back and forth in a reflective fashion to bring various threads together which result in 
a final product. However, it is done purposefully and provides an authentic, honest 
account as to how the research process was borne and how it came together to 
fruition. In being truthful about my research process I defend my approach by 
concurring with Peshkin (1985) who wrote, "When I disclose what I have seen, my 
results invite other researchers to look where I did and see what I saw. My ideas are 
candidates for others to entertain, not necessarily as truth, let alone truth, but as 
positions about the nature and meaning of a phenomenon that may fit their sensibility 
and shape their thinking about their own inquiries" (p. 280).  
The format employed in this thesis aligns with the fact that narrative writers frequently 
move back and forward several times in a single document as various threads are 
narrated (Connelly and Clandinin, 1990). I have similarly done this to purposefully 
show how the research process unfolded for me, occasionally using foreshadowing 
and flashbacks in my writing to reveal my thought processes, and learning process 
throughout the inquiry and in the writing up of this thesis. 
In line with Connelly and Clandinin’s research on narrative inquiry (1990), I constructed 
narratives on different levels. I shared the personal narratives of my respondents, but 
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I was compelled to move beyond just telling their lived stories. I also told and described 
my own story (as a student in transition from school to university many years ago, as 
a researcher, and becoming a doctoral graduate) as a parallel which became a central 
thread in this thesis. Rather than positioning this study within a theoretical frame from 
the beginning I began my inquiry with my own experience which is expressed as a 
lived and told story. This aligned with Connelly and Clandinin (1990:41) who explain 
that narrative inquiry typically begins with the researcher’s autobiographically oriented 
narrative and is commonly associated with the research problem or research question. 
For many parts of this thesis I chose to write in an autobiographical style as narrative 
researchers often relate their own personal experiences that they experience in their 
research (Bold, 2012; Clandinin and Connelly, 2000). 
In line with the work of Kim (2016) and discussed later in this thesis, Kim urges 
narrative researchers to push the boundaries of narrative inquiry.  As a result, this 
study has provided an interesting combination of field text collection methods, which 
could be employed in further studies to understand commencing students in higher 
education better. As there is seldom a roadmap of how to conduct and analyse a 
narrative study, this research provides a living exemplar - a way in which a complex 
narrative research process could unfold. The methods used for collecting field text sets 
allowed in-depth exploration of the personal meanings of the respondents’ lived 
experiences of first year. Employing a multi-method approach with the collection of 
several field text sets, provided respondents with multiple opportunities to discuss their 
experiences and reveal the construction of their identities as first-year students. 
In writing up a doctoral study, criticism may be directed against a researcher who 
employs a personal style of writing (Bold, 2012).  I concur with Bold (2012:5) who 
3 
 
posits that a personal approach to writing is no less academically sound than a 
depersonalised approach. Although written in an authentic, personal, transparent 
style, this thesis is no less scholarly than any other thesis with a depersonalised style. 
I wrote in a straightforward, clear style with an appropriate narrative voice that was not 
rigid and not too colloquial. In line with Bold (2012) who argues that criticality and the 
ability to conduct and present a critical reflective and analytic academic product is the 
issue in narrative research, I have similarly created a rigorous, authentic piece of 
academic work which is critically reflective and analytical. I held no wish to 
depersonalise my own experiences as a former student who had entered higher 
education many years ago or as a researcher who had learned much along the way 
in her doctoral journey. 
1.2 Introduction 
The research reported in this study focused primarily on how seven commencing 
higher education students constructed their first-year student identities at a private 
higher education institution in Johannesburg, South Africa. I employed a narrative and 
a thematic approach to understand how these seven students were constructing their 
first-year student identities narratively.   
The research drew on theory relating to student transition,  challenging the deficit-view 
of first-year students commonly held, identity development, and narrative inquiry. 
These are investigated in more detail in Chapter 2 
The study employed a narrative inquiry approach which drew on interviews with seven 
student respondents.  These interviews took place approximately four months into 
their first year of study. At the end of their first year, these seven student respondents 
were invited again to give first-hand accounts of their experiences during their first 
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year in a consolidation session.  Their accounts were facilitated through bringing 
photographs that reminded them of their first year, respondent conversations, 
drawings of their first-year experience, a focus group session, and reflections on the 
value of the research experience they had shared with me. I also made use of 
preliminary academic results drawn near to the end of this study to determine how 
these seven respondents were faring academically at that point. 
The findings of the research are presented in two parts. The first part comprises seven 
individual, narrative portraits.  The use of individual stories allowed the complexity and 
particularity of each of the respondents’ stories to emerge, even though they had all 
completed their first year at the same time, at the same higher education institution.  
The second phase comprises a thematic analysis involving all seven respondents 
which allowed the researcher to draw some common lines together with regard to the 
student experiences.   
This chapter was opened with a prologue. It will now be followed by a section on 
researcher-background detailing my own experiences of my first year in higher 
education.  These experiences are linked to this study as the main motivation for me 
to undertake and complete this study.  It also underlies my attraction to students’ 
stories of their first-year experience. It forms the rationale advocated for the use of 
narrative as both method and phenomenon for the study.  I provide a formulation of 
the research problem which is followed by the research question, the main aim of this 
research and the research objectives. The chapter then covers the research context 
and provides a brief overview of the research design and methods used in this study. 




1.3 Researcher background and personal experience of first year of study 
The rationale for documenting my story as a student in my first year of higher education 
below is an acknowledgement of the impact of my personal experiences of my first 
year of transition into higher education.  These experiences still remain vivid in my 
memory and they were an effective means to start identifying myself with the 
experiences of the respondents in my study. 
I grew up in Zimbabwe. My parents decided that we had to immigrate to South Africa 
in my seventh year of schooling.  Despite this being a marked, highly emotional event 
in my life, I settled well into life in South Africa.  We immigrated to Johannesburg just 
before I started high school.  In South Africa, children generally leave a primary school 
and then start at a new separate high school in their eighth year of school.  Starting 
schooling in South Africa in the seventh year, I was grateful not to be ‘the new kid on 
the block’ when I started high school. We were all new to our new high school 
environment which we would be a part of for the next five years, so it was easier for 
me to not stand out amongst my peers as we all made this significant transition in our 
lives.  
Let us go back to 1985 which marked my final year of formal schooling – dial the clock 
back 35 years… 
School was not for me, at least not the academic part!  In my experience, getting 
through tests and examinations was just a painful rite of passage.  Sport and my 
friends were what got me out of bed with a skip every day before school.  However, 
as my formal schooling career approached its end, I knew that I would have to forget 
about friends, netball, swimming, athletics and cross-country and focus on getting 
through my final year of school – a year characterised by tests, oral examinations, 
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mid-year examinations, preliminary examinations, and then the ominous and 
foreboding final National Senior Certificate examination. 
Conversations with my friends were mostly about what we would be doing in the 
following year after our formal school years were over.  The fate of most of the boys 
was sealed in that they would do their two years of compulsory national military service 
immediately after school - as the apartheid government of the day prescribed.  For the 
rest of us, our break times were storied with aspirations to either start working or of 
studying further. Everyone constantly changed their minds about how they saw their 
futures unfolding in the coming year.   
I however, wanted to be a teacher, and had never wavered in my aspiration to make 
a difference in young people’s lives.  I thought that I would be able to do better at 
making a difference than most of my teachers had!  In fact, this aspiration to be a 
teacher had stemmed from my early childhood.  I still have vivid memories of being a 
young child growing up in Zimbabwe teaching my dolls and teddy bears and playing 
“school” when my cousins came to visit. I remember building up a formidable ‘toolbox’ 
of ‘teaching resources’ in a shoe box comprising work cards, pictures, and my own 
stories for ‘reading time’ for when we engaged in this activity. 
Somehow, I got through my final year of school.  I received a very average set of 
results for my Senior Certificate. 
Although I was accepted to enter several different teacher training programmes at 
different higher education institutions, I opted to do a four-year Higher Diploma in 
Education instead of a Bachelor of Education (BEd).  I rationalised this decision to my 
parents by telling them that the Higher Diploma in Education had a greater focus on 
the practical applications in teaching, which would be far more useful, rather than a 
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degree which would provide a mostly theoretical foundation.  Truthfully speaking, I had 
heard that the campus where I could do the Higher Diploma in Education had a vibrant 
and fun student experience and that it was ‘easier’ than any other option I had 
considered.  
Thankfully, my parents agreed with me… I was more than elated.  As the campus was 
a fair distance from our home on the western side of Johannesburg, I would stay at 
the campus residences in Parktown, close to the city centre of Johannesburg, for the 
duration of my study. 
The countdown to starting my Higher Diploma in Education felt never-ending.  Coming 
from a rather strict upbringing, I looked forward to the freedom and the independence 
that I would enjoy in my new environment.  I was very confident, I pictured myself 
conquering everything that lay ahead for me. 
As a residence student, I had to arrive the week before classes started for a week of 
orientation.  It was a Sunday.  My parents and I packed the boot of my dad’s car to the 
hilt with clothes, sports equipment, food treats, a kettle, and toiletries.  I was going to 
specialise in physical education, so my packed clothes included netball and hockey 
gear, plenty of sports shirts and shorts.  Being a “tomboy”, there was no need and no 
time for typical girl’s clothing and high-heeled shoes.  As we drove from the quiet West 
Rand towards Parktown, Johannesburg, my excitement started to wane and the dread 
set in.  As I looked forward in the car, seeing my mom and dad chatting and laughing, 
I suddenly felt miserable and empty.  I was going to miss them!  I started to wonder 




The following seven days were a maelstrom of mixed emotions.  We underwent 
initiation rituals which included walking around with string necklaces adorned with 
carrots around our necks.  We had to walk in strict military formation whenever we 
went anywhere on the campus with our leaders, the House Committee members. They 
took the task of leading the fifty of us new to higher education into its intricacies. We 
had to warm chairs for House Committee members before they sat, sing to them 
incessantly all day long, and practice for a first-year concert.  I remember that if a 
mistake was made, we had to stand in a dustbin and jump up and down crying “I am 
rubbish! I am rubbish!”  In retrospect, these were terrible practices, but at the time I 
found it rather comical. In addition to initiation, social and academic activities filled that 
week. I learned so much about my new environment and how I was expected to act 
within it.  It was humiliating at times, and yet so much fun.  I had made firm friends with 
a few of my counterparts before the week was over.  By the end of the weekend prior 
to the start of the first semester, the House Committee conferred on us the status of 
official first-year students. 
I was to share a room with another first-year student.  She and I had our differences, 
but we remained very good friends throughout our studies. 
I only just managed to pass all my subjects that year. If it were not for my friends in 
residence, I would never have passed and proceeded to second year.  We worked 
together most nights of the week, reminding each other what needed to be completed, 
prepared, or submitted.  We tended to get our work over and done with as soon as 
possible so that we could enjoy our free time talking, laughing, and just being silly.  
One always had to be on one’s toes – I never knew when I would be a victim of a 
9 
 
prank by one of my residence mates.  Although most of us went home over the 
weekends, the residence became my second home.   
I recall that I never really excelled in my studies in first year.  Yes, I passed my subjects, 
but I could see that some of my peers knew just how to format a project; or focus better 
than me on questions asked in assignments.  The internet was not a reality for anyone 
yet in the late 1980’s, so regular visits to the Library on campus to access information 
were necessary.  I struggled to understand the systems that one needed to use to find 
the resources one needed and I often did not have money to make photocopies of 
material I needed. 
In retrospect, I really did not have a clue how to navigate my first-year studies 
responsibly.  I am sure that we received all the information needed, but everything that 
year was new – my environment, my daily routine, my friends, the lecturers, the 
culture, and the expectations of the institution.  I often felt lonely, like a piece of me 
was missing – I longed for my family and home.  But no one ever knew this. I was 
always the one with a smile on my face - laughing and crisis-managing my life and my 
studies.   
My first year of higher education study had been marked by dissonance – a conflict 
between old and new ways of being in my education journey.  I never realised it at the 
time, but my first year was a time of identity development, of becoming a higher 
education student and finding new ways to cope with the unfamiliar territory of 
succeeding in my studies.   
1.4 Motivation for study  
Looking back, it is no surprise that this study found me rather than me finding it. 
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On completing my studies to become a teacher, I began teaching at a middle-class 
government high school on the western side of Johannesburg.  I held this position for 
eight years.  In my eight years in this role I was always devoted to the wellbeing of my 
students in my classes. I loved hearing their personal stories which aided in the way I 
approached them individually to gain the best outcomes from them.  I approached 
teaching and learning based on their input – I always needed to know where they were 
struggling, what they grasped easily, and what they found totally boring.  I would 
always find a creative, different way of teaching these aspects to ensure that they 
thrived in my class and enjoyed their learning.  I knew instinctively that if they were 
happy, they would succeed – and they did.  What I did not realise at the time was that 
I gave my students freedom to always narrate how they experienced my class and our 
learning together.  By narrating their experiences, they were able to develop as 
individuals and grow in order to succeed both inside and outside the classroom. 
Seeing no prospects for promotion in this environment, I progressed into a teaching 
and learning position with the Gauteng Department of Education at District level.  
During this time, I was responsible for teaching and learning support in English First 
and Second language for 168 schools.  The education environment was a difficult one 
to work in during the late 1990’s. It was a time in South Africa marked by political and 
civil unrest.  I learned a great deal about what was really happening in schools across 
western Johannesburg, and observed many best practices, but also the terrible 
injustices meted out to children in many primary and high school settings.  I realised 
that schools, principals, and teachers played a pivotal role in how children experienced 
school and their learning.  This would have a profound effect on me in shaping my 
thoughts about my personal further studies. 
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Although my four years in working at the District Education Office were marred by 
feelings of hopelessness due to dictatorial and sometimes questionable leadership, I 
found my place again when I joined IIE MSA (formerly Monash South Africa) where I 
could start on a clean slate in a brand new higher education institution.  I was given 
free rein to conceptualise and develop an innovative one-year foundation programme 
for those students who did not meet entrance requirements for undergraduate study. 
It was during these years, that I pursued a Master’s degree in Adult and Community 
Education where I researched how university lecturers developed their professional 
identities.   
Despite my educational background residing in education and not psychology or 
sociology, I was drawn into the psychology of identity development to find answers to 
my research questions.  Through my Master’s research as a social constructivist, I 
found that developing a lecturer identity had little to do with professional qualifications.  
The development of a strong, positive professional identity rested on lecturers’ work 
experiences which were either positive or negative, depending on the amount of social 
support given to them in their initial years at the university by more experienced 
colleagues. 
The findings of this research indicated that lecturers developed their professional 
identity through supportive relationships with colleagues and communities of practice, 
which were characterised by the learning process of narrative, or storytelling (Lees, 
2005). My Master’s study had also taken me back to the days when I made the 
transition from school to higher education. I had settled in and learned what it meant 
to be a student through my relationships I had with friends at college, older students 
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in residence, as well as my lecturers, who all had high expectations of what it meant 
to be students and what it would mean to become teachers in the field in South Africa. 
At this stage of my career, I had found myself heading up a foundation programme.  I 
had a keen interest in academic development and focused my efforts on student 
success, as students made the transition from high school to higher education. Along 
with my own experiences at school and higher education, and the findings of my 
Master’s study, my decision to focus this study on students and how they experienced 
the transition from school to higher education, was a natural progression. It made 
sense for me to turn to how students construct their identities as new students in the 
higher education environment.  This study contributes substantially towards an 
understanding of the process of becoming a student in higher education, by providing 
insights of students’ first-year experiences through a narrative inquiry approach and 
thematic analysis. 
Turning to the literature for answers on how students construct their identities, I found 
a lack of exploration of how students arrive at an understanding of what it means to 
be a student.  I investigated in-depth how students construct their identities as 
students. The possibility existed to pursue a unique study focusing fully on student 
stories, or narratives, as a lens for sense-making of the transition to higher education.  
This, coupled with the strengths and ‘capital’ they bring to higher education, adds a 
new discourse in South African research, in acknowledging student narratives as their 
identities as students.  It also adds to the emerging narrative discourse in South African 
and international literature on student transition to higher education.   
By studying commencing student narratives in an effort to better understand student 
identity development through their experiences, practitioners are able to gain a deeper 
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insight into the role of narrative in capturing the emergence and development of a 
student identity.  In addition, the multi-methodological approach I employed to better 
understand the experiences of student transition to higher education in South Africa 
has not been used before to investigate the emergence of student identity. 
1.5 The ‘pull’ factor to focus on students’ stories of experience for this study 
In deciding on an approach to my study, I was drawn to the personal accounts of both 
South African and Southern African Development Community (SADC) students who 
narrated their experiences of making the transition to higher education in our local 
context.   
Browsing through an online publication of the Mail and Guardian newspaper 
(Mthethwa, 11 January 2013) one day in my office at work, trying to find authentic 
student narrative accounts of higher education in order to kick-start some thinking for 
my study, I was taken aback at the experiences of a student, Nomusa Mthethwa, in 
higher education. As author of the article, her narrative was heartfelt and pointed to 
the myriad challenges that she faced and, more importantly, how she overcame her 
obstacles in local public higher education.  The article pointed to her horror at failing 
at university even though she had attended one of the best schools in South Africa.  
She used words like “gobsmacked”; “disappointed”;“dumbfounded”; “culture shock”; 
“frustrated” and “despondency” to describe her experiences.   
Chrissey Boughey (2013) responded to this article in an article of her own, in the online 
version of the Mail and Guardian newspaper.  She explained that having worked in the 
academic development field for many years, she did not find Mthethwa’s experiences 
out of the ordinary.  She did not simplistically attribute Mthethwa’s failures to her newly 
found freedom at university. Rather, she stated that “university is a completely different 
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ball game; a game who’s rules are never taught” at school.  This comment by Boughey 
was profound for me.  How then did students who were new to higher education really 
learn what it meant to be a student in higher education?  If universities were not 
actively and intentionally facilitating effective student understandings of the ‘rules of 
the game’ in student transition to higher education, how did students actually navigate 
their first-year higher education journeys? 
This stimulated my interest and I wanted to read more student stories about coming 
to university.  To source further personal narrated accounts by students, I read a few 
more online articles published by the University World News global edition, particularly 
those written by international students, Oluwafemi (22 April 2012) and Rantao (13 
January 2013).  In both instances, these students, as authors of the respective articles, 
narrated their experiences as international students of making the transition into higher 
education in South Africa.  Both students expressed experiences of financial difficulty 
and how they were left to their own devices to  make sense of their complex and often 
fraught transition journeys.  In both cases, the students expressed, explicitly or 
implicitly, the deeply felt need for a sense of belonging in their new environments.   
In all three of these narrated cases, each of the students managed to overcome their 
obstacles and succeed in higher education.  Their stories assisted in providing me with 
a clearer understanding of the granular and personal challenges that these students 
faced, rather than my assuming their challenges or needs in a distant or paternalistic 
way.  Importantly, although they had not clearly articulated how they managed to 
succeed, they did in fact find and use ways and means to succeed despite the 
challenges they faced.   
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First-person accounts of student experiences entering higher education appeal to me 
deeply.  Their accounts are authentic and revealing. Their stories draw me into their 
personal and social worlds.  As a result, it is my contention that student stories of 
experience need to be heard.  If we truly hear and honour their stories, we are more 
likely to understand their experiences of the transition into higher education, and the 
powerful resources they bring with them that develop their identities as students. 
1.6 Rationale for narrative as method and phenomenon of this study 
In this study, I embraced narrative as the method for my research, and narrative as 
the phenomenon of study. Clandinin and Connelly (2000:7) explain that those 
researchers who embrace narrative as method and phenomenon for a study are those 
who most fully embrace narrative inquiry. Clandinin (2007:6) refers to examinations of 
research studies such as Clandinin, Davies, Hogan and Kenard (1993); Josselson, 
Lieblich and McAdams (2003) and Witherell and Noddings (1991) where researchers 
provided a defence of narrative as method or phenomenon for study. Further, 
Cresswell (2002:524) makes reference to a theoretical lens in narrative research as a 
guiding perspective or ideology that provides structure for advocating for groups or 
individuals and writing the report.  As a narrative researcher, I strove to provide a 
‘voice’ for students whose voices may not be adequately heard in education 
(Cresswell, 2002:524). 
I initially began to structure my study according to a “traditional” format but through 
studying many other narrative PhD studies (Cotteral, 2011; Dickinson, 2012; Driedger-
Enns, 2014; Komolthiti, 2016; Neille, 2013; Reid, 2017; Spires, 2017; Waido, 2013; 
Watson, 2014 and Young, 2012), I rather moved towards a hybrid of a traditional and 
non-traditional structure and approach in my narrative inquiry. In line with other PhD 
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studies mentioned, I defend my decision to have moved to a hybrid of a traditional and 
non-traditional structure and approach for my thesis in the following paragraphs.  
A significant tension experienced by narrative inquirers is the place of theory in their 
inquiry (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000:40).  These authors explain that formalists begin 
their inquiry in theory, whereas narrative inquirers tend to begin with experience as 
conveyed in lived and told stories. I began my inquiry as a narrative researcher, in that 
I began with my own experiences as a story at the beginning of this chapter.   
Clandinin and Connelly (2000) explain that researchers who are new to narrative 
inquiry as a method, often struggle with identifying appropriate theoretical frames to 
position and launch their inquiries from.  They explain that narrative inquiry 
characteristically begins with the researcher’s autobiographically oriented narrative 
associated with the research ‘puzzle’ (research problem or research question).  
However, this can cause tensions between the student and his or her supervisor, as 
the student moves “across the boundary from formalistic to narrative inquiry” 
(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000:41). I experienced this difficulty throughout this study – it 
was a seemingly endless journey of possibilities, challenges, dead-ends, questions, 
and epiphanies to first find an appropriate theoretical underpinning for this study.  
Instead, I began with my autobiographically oriented narrative which was associated 
with my research problem, and then moved to locate appropriate theory. 
The authors elaborate further that this tension often does not end at the outset of the 
inquiry but remains throughout the study as a whole – it emerges again and again in 
discussions on how to write the literature review and about the importance of a 
separate literature chapter in the finished inquiry.  They state that review panels also 
frequently ask for the theory to appear as a separate chapter which defines the 
17 
 
structure of the inquiry, identifies gaps in the literature, outlines theoretical lines of 
thought and generates possible research possibilities (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000:41).  
After careful consideration and discussions with my supervisors I decided that this 
study would contain a formal literature review to address the possible concerns that 
may have come to the fore in that a solid theoretical underpinning was not explicitly 
made at the start of this thesis. It is to be noted that appropriate theory is also 
interwoven throughout most chapters of the study. 
Chapter two, the literature chapter, should be viewed as a conversation between 
theory and the stories of student experience encompassed in the inquiry itself 
(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). The contribution that I intend to make with this narrative 
inquiry includes the development of a new sense of meaning and significance with 
respect to how students develop a student identity.   
To understand student stories of higher education I knew from the outset of this study 
that I would need to immerse myself into the lives and experiences of the respondents 
as they navigated their first-year journeys.  As educator and educational researcher 
myself, I related to the words of Clandinin and Connelly who declared: “we social 
scientists are gossips on a grand scale, interested in observing, participating with, 
thinking about, saying and writing the doings and goings-on of our fellow humans” 
(2000:xxii). The social sciences, they add, deal with humans and their relations with 
themselves and the environment – the social sciences are built on the foundation of 
human experience (2000:xxiii).  They further describe the fact that educators are 
interested in learning and teaching interactions and experiences, and how they take 
place. They are interested in how people lead their lives, their values, attitudes, beliefs, 
social systems, institutions, and structures and how they link back to how people learn 
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and teach (xxii). This is what led me to conduct a narrative study of students who 
expressed their experiences of what it meant to them to “become a student” in higher 
education – I wanted to understand how first-year students led their lives, what they 
believed in, what ignited their motivation to learn, and how they made sense of their 
new environments.  The vast majority of the thousands of students new to higher 
education each year, have to navigate their first year alone and in isolation.  There are 
few who listen to their stories to understand what they actually experience.  I wanted 
the opportunity and honour to hear them narrate their stories, and to make their 
transition stories more broadly heard.   
As an example of how this could be done, I was encouraged by a resonating example 
provided by Connelly and Clandinin (1990:123).  They relate a story of a psychologist 
who worked in a school.  Her job was to test children and determine deficits and then 
decide on and implement interventions to fix these deficits – this strongly reminded me 
of the deficit discourse often used in South African higher education to explain the 
poor throughput rates and student results. The psychologist mentioned above, 
decided to really listen to the narratives of these children’s mothers. She wrote up this 
work and positioned it as a narrative inquiry study. Through hearing their stories, she 
was able to raise questions about the ways a deficit model shaped the responses of 
teachers, parents, and psychologists who worked with these children.  What she 
learned from the narrative inquiry could not have been learned in other ways.  She 
learned that teacher knowledge of students is narratively created, expressed by a 
person, and conveyed in practice.  This study motivated me, as researcher, to pursue 
a narrative study to gain authentic, rich narrative accounts from students that could 
not be gleaned in other ways.  I wanted students to tell me their stories, and in doing 
so, to teach me about their first-year lives. 
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This study therefore sheds light on the daily experiences, challenges, beliefs, and 
strengths of students who are new to higher education, as they traverse unique and 
complex paths in their first year, thus revealing their identities as students.  
1.7 Formulation of the research problem 
There are tangible problems for students in higher education in South Africa at 
present. A wide range of government initiatives, plans and agendas (Council on Higher 
Education, 2000, 2004a, 2009, 2013a, 2013b, 2016, 2018a; Department of Education, 
1997, 2001, 2008a, 2008b; Department of Higher Education and Training, 2010, 2012, 
2013, 2015, 2016, 2017; Ministry of Education, 1997, 2001; Republic of South Africa, 
1997, 1998; South African Government, 2001, 2009.) have been put in place to 
improve access and chances of success for students in higher education.  To date, 
the sector has made some gains. However, these gains have not been significant 
enough to improve educational outcomes for the myriads of young people making the 
transition to higher education in our country. The following paragraphs provide some 
detail to illustrate these claims. 
Despite the gains made in higher education since 1994, the growth of students 
accessing higher education commenced from a low and racially skewed base.  This 
situation is exacerbated by persistently high failure and dropout rates which have 
remained key characteristics of South African  higher education outcomes.  
Before actual student results can be considered, it is important to note the national 
higher education participation rate, as this is an indication of the proportion of students 
who are actually accessing higher education.  The standard way in which the United 
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) measures 
participation rates for higher education is by calculating the percentage of 20 – 24 
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year-olds of the general population enrolled in higher education (UNESCO, 2019). The 
national participation rate in South Africa for the year 2007 was 15.88%. The National 
Plan for Higher Education set a target for participation of 20% “over the next 10-15 
years” (Ministry of Education, 2001:19). According to VitalStats (Council on Higher 
Education, 2018a) the participation rate stood at 18% in 2018.  Although this was a 
gain, at this stage, South Africa’s participation rate is still 2% behind the 2001 World 
Bank average gross participation rate of 20% for middle income countries (Council on 
Higher Education, 2018a:2) when the National Plan for Higher Education was set.  
Staggeringly, South Africa lags behind the 2001 participation rate average of high-
income countries by 22%. The first point to note therefore, is that a relatively small 
proportion of 18 to 24 year olds in South Africa are accessing higher education.  The 
expectation would be that this 18% mostly consists of the better performing students 
from school who have a relatively good chance of succeeding in higher education. 
One important indicator of measuring academic student success, is to measure 
graduation rates. Graduation rates are calculated by dividing the total number of 
qualifications awarded at an institution by the total number of students enrolled in the 
same year. This gives an estimated calculation of the years that graduates are staying 
in the system. (Steyn & de Villiers, 2006). The National Plan for Higher Education 
(Ministry of Education, 2001) set a target of a 25% graduation rate for three year 
undergraduate students.  For the 2016 national cohort (Council on Higher Education, 
2018a) a national graduation rate of 20% was achieved.   
A second measure of systemic student success, is by calculating the throughput rate 
of a specific qualification or cohort.  The throughput rate is defined as the proportion 
of first-time entering undergraduate students of a specific cohort of a specific year who 
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have graduated within the minimum time. In the National Plan for Higher Education 
(Ministry of Education, 2001), the department noted that South Africa’s higher 
education throughput rates were below expectations Cohort studies usually calculate 
the throughput rates for up to two years beyond the minimum time (Council on Higher 
Education, 2012).   
In 2013 the Council on Higher Education (CHE) revealed that only 35% of the 2006 
national cohort had graduated in by 2010. I concur with Scott, Yeld and Hendry 
(2007:2) who state that there is a long-standing awareness of unsatisfactory student 
performance patterns as well as high levels of student attrition in higher education in 
South Africa. Despite the best efforts of government with costly interventions (Scott et 
al., 2007:28), better national academic outcomes have not been forthcoming.  
Despite the gains made regarding dropout, the biggest slice of attrition can be 
attributed to those students who move from the first to the second year of study. 
Longitudinal studies (CHE, 2013a) have evaluated the first-year experience (FYE) in 
detail and uncovered the necessity to provide robust first-year academic and broader 
support to increase throughput rates. Van Zyl (2017) refers to updated statistics from 
the Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET), (2015) stating that national 
first to second year dropout fell from 31.5% in 2000 to 19.1% by 2012, but cautioned 
that this “could hide the continued existence of serious issues”. Van Zyl (2017) 
interprets that the improved dropout rates still infer that 20% of students commencing 
higher education nationally will drop out in their first year of study.  This is further 
exacerbated when one considers that 61% - 71% of the total dropouts in South Africa 
take place in the first year of study (DHET, 2016).   
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It is imperative therefore, that all higher education stakeholders take heed and ensure 
that initiatives and plans focus on retaining students from the outset of their studies.  
Drop-out and student success is affected by a myriad of factors.  These include 
affective factors such as lack of motivation, anxiety about personal or financial 
circumstances, and alienation from the institution, which can result in attrition (Council 
on Higher Education, 2013a:38). In addition, under-preparedness for higher education 
and the articulation gap (Council on Higher Education, 2013) further confound the 
problem of student academic success. 
The 2013 August CHE report discussed briefly above, recommends the revision of 
higher education curriculum as a primary intervention to address the problem of poor 
student performance. Although this could be an important part of the solution, it has 
been found that the practical implementation of this may be impossible.   The work of 
Tinto, Goodsell and Russo (1993) indicates that students are ‘becoming’ part of 
something and require academic and social integration and engagement through 
learning communities in order to succeed and persist. Tinto’s (1987) contribution is 
foundational in almost any discussion of student transition into higher education.   
According to him, students persist or drop out of studies depending on the extent to 
which they settle into and identify with the academic and social spheres of their new 
higher education environment. 
Students whose integration into the social and academic spheres of higher education 
is supported and facilitated, persist at a higher rate than others. Field, Gallacher and 
Ingram (2009:26) discuss the fact that there is a need to consider the ways in which 
institutions operate and the opportunities that they do or do not provide for students. 
They call for further research into the nature and depth of the constraints that are real 
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for students and what the consequences are for students.  These authors also 
highlight a need to consider how the ‘wider social structural issues constrain the lives’ 
of many students. Their study makes inroads to ascertain what constrains students 
and how they navigate their first-year journeys, but goes further to determine how their 
personal strengths add value and assist them in their first-year journeys. 
Although many solutions are being sought to the problem of poor student success in 
higher education in South Africa, such as curriculum renewal (CHE, 2013a) I argue 
that the impact of the failure to ask the questions: “Who are our students?”  and “How 
do they make sense of their new academic and social environments?” is a key 
concern.  These questions have not been explored in sufficient depth. Having a better 
understanding of who our students are, and how they experience higher education, 
before designing curricula and interventions to assist students around this, would be 
a crucial part of any solution.  Having an understanding of the strengths that students 
bring with them into the higher education environment makes a turn away from a deficit 
view of students in South African academia to rather ‘meeting’ them where they are 
and capitalising on their strengths and capital, to increase their chances of academic 
success and full social integration.  
There are authors in the higher education sector who are starting to focus on the 
questions pertaining to who our students are (Carolissen & Kiguwa, 2018; 
Chinyamurundi, 2016a, 2016b, 2018; Ngabaza, Shefer & Clowes, 2018; Pather & 
Chetty, 2016), but a focused study on how students construct their identities through 
narrative  will provide first-hand information that reflects real experiences of students 
entering higher education, and thus provide them with a voice in addressing the 
existing issues. If higher education institutions are able to better understand the way 
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in which students experience the institutions and how they construct their identities as 
students, they are in a better position to facilitate this process.  Assisting students in 
building a robust and appropriate student identity will facilitate their agency - as 
individuals in higher education they will then be telling their identities (Sfard & Prusak, 
2005). 
To support my claim, there are stakeholders and authors who are of the opinion that 
more studies need to be conducted on the experiences and integration of students 
into higher education. At the stakeholder Summit on Higher Education Transformation 
(DHET, 2010), it was acknowledged that there was a need to understand students’ 
academic and social experiences.  Rea (2012) mirrored this sentiment in explaining 
that research and literature on higher education students has overlooked the 
importance of understanding their backgrounds and characteristics.  Tinto (2009) 
posited that emphasis should be placed on students’ academic and social integration 
within the higher education environment.  Harvey, Drew and Smith (2006) explained 
that there is little data available which explicitly explores students’ personal 
experiences in their first year of study.  
A study which focusses on first-year student identity construction provides important 
insights into who our students are becoming in the South African higher education 
context. In the review of the literature and relevant South African government agendas 
(Council on Higher Education, 2000, 2004a, 2004b, 2009, 2013a, 2013b, 2018b; 
Department of Education, 1997; Department of Higher Education and Training, 2012, 
2013, 2015; 2017; Ministry of Education, 1997, 2001; Republic of South Africa, 1997, 
1998;  South African Government, 2001, 2009), there seems to be a trend to use the 
term ‘identity’ in an under-specified, ambiguous or unfocused manner.  Although 
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articulated many years ago, this seems to illustrate the claim by Chickering (1969) 
who posited that the term ‘identity’ often only provides “a hazy guide for educational 
decisions, and its connotations have become so diverse that the term means very 
different things to different persons”. This is why a study on identity formation of first-
year students is so important in the South African context.  We need a better 
understanding of what our students are experiencing in their first year and how this 
shapes them. 
Identity studies are not new. Research on narrative ways of knowing, as a way of 
understanding how identity is conceptualised and developed, has been documented 
(Bruner, 1990; Beech & Sims, 2007; Riessman, 2008).  Bruner (1986) argues that “our 
narrative constructions (and reconstructions) provide important clues to our stances 
and subjectivities; dealing in human vicissitudes and multiple possibilities, our 
attempts at story making not only communicate information about chains of events but 
represent the holistic sense we ultimately make of them.”  In other words, through 
understanding that narrative is key to knowing how students organise and make 
meaning of their experiences and reveal their identities, one can start to appreciate 
the value of a narrative orientation to understanding first-year student identity 
development.  
Against the backdrop of the current picture of the first-year higher education landscape 
in South Africa, I argue that that there is a need to investigate commencing students 
in higher education differently. The voices of our students are largely missing, or at 
least seldom heard. Given the complex political and social environment that our 
students live in today, their needs, expectations, successes, and challenges need to 
be heard, in order to meet our students halfway, rather than only expecting them to fit 
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in to confusing and bewildering higher education environments. Understanding 
student narratives of ‘becoming’ students and of their first-year experience through 
field text sets such as interviews, photographs, drawings, conversations, and 
reflections will help the sector better understand student identities through the stories 
that they tell. More research is needed to gain a fuller picture of how people think about 
their everyday lives and identities, what influences them, and the means they employ 
to use in thinking (Gauntlett & Holzwarth, 2006:89). Furthermore, students bring many 
strengths with them into their new higher education environments.  This study also 
encompassed how students capitalise on the strengths that they bring with them into 
their new environment. 
1.8 The research question 
Considering the research context and the problem statement outlined above, this 
study was guided by the following research question: “What do first-year students’ 
transition narratives reveal about their emerging student identities?” 
The following two questions were formulated as research sub-questions to guide me 
as researcher throughout my study: 
- What are the first-year experience stories narrated by students in South African 
higher education?  
- What are the common identity themes of first-year students based on their 
 narratives of first-year higher education experience? 
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1.9 Main aim of the research 
Based on the outlined problem along with the research question and sub-questions 
above, the aim of the research was to investigate first-year student identity 
construction through narratives. 
1.10 Research objectives 
The research objectives of this study were to: 
- Review the literature on student transition to higher education, student identity,  
and the role of narrative in identity construction. 
- Obtain accounts of students regarding their transition to higher education using 
a variety of methods such as interviews, pictures or photographs, 
conversations, drawings, focus group discussion, and written reflections of 
experiences.   
- Analyse and transform all respondent text sets into biographical student 
portraits of first-year experiences as Part 1 findings.  
- Analyse and present findings as Part 2 findings to show common themes 
occurring across respondents regarding their first-year experiences. 
- Establish implications and recommendations for practice through the findings 
of this research. 
1.11 Research context 
The research took place at Monash South Africa (IIE MSA), a private higher 
education institution in Johannesburg, South Africa.   
1.11.1 Institutional context 
As part of its policy of internationalisation, Monash University opened a campus 
in South Africa in 2001 (Fahey, 2007) as part of a long-term commitment to the 
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sustainable development of South and Sub-Saharan Africa through the 
provision of education. It draws students from mostly South Africa and the 
SADC region. The new campus was named ‘Monash South Africa’. 
The campus has an interesting ‘partner’ history. It was built and fully owned by 
Monash University in Australia from 2001. In 2013, an additional higher 
education partner was brought in, in addition to Monash University Australia, in 
the form of Laureate International Universities, a United States-based Public 
Benefit Corporation with over a million students at nearly 70 institutions globally.  
In 2019 Laureate and Monash University sold Monash South Africa to the 
Independent Institute of Education, the higher education arm of AdvTech. The 
institution was renamed ‘IIE MSA’ in 2019.  
The AdvTech group’s higher education arm, ‘The Independent Institute of 
Education’ (IIE) (comprising the brands of Rosebank College, Vega, Varsity 
College, IIE MSA and others) is the largest provider of private higher education 
in the country, and one of two JSE-listed entities operating in the sector (CHE, 
2018b:4). The acquisition of private higher education campuses has risen 
drastically in recent years with AdvTech and Stadio (Curro’s higher education 
arm) acquiring many new campuses both locally and into other African 
countries (CHE, 2018b:4) since 2013.  As an example, AdvTech has a long-
term strategy to earn more than 30% of its income from outside South Africa by 
2020 (CHE, 2018:4).  
In addition, international interest in South African higher education has 
increased.  Large international entities such as Pearson Education, Apollo 
Global and Actis have also acquired campuses, bringing with them resources, 
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skills, and the ability to manage and direct institutions on a larger scale (CHE, 
2018b,4 – 5). 
1.11.2 Demographics 
Demographic data was made available by Monash South Africa ‘Institutional 
Reporting Data, 2019’ (MSA, 2019). In 2019 the gender population of the 
campus was 52% male and 48% female. The majority of students on campus 
fall into the 18 – 24-year cohort.  Black African students make up 76% of the 
student population, 11% of students are White and the remaining 13% are 
Indian, Asian and Coloured.  South African students represent approximately 
70% of the current student population.  These numbers have grown significantly 
from campus start-up in 2002, from 20% local students to more than the current 
70% local students represented at present.  Students from Zimbabwe currently 
make up around 35% of the international student population, and the remaining 
students are from mostly SADC and a few other African countries.  At the time 
of writing up this study, students hailed from a total of 62 countries around the 
world. These demographics portray a campus rich in student diversity. 
1.11.3 History 
The campus enjoyed its first modest intake of students in 2001 into three 
faculties: Social Science, Information Technology and Business and 
Commerce.  As a response to the academic potential of many prospective 
students who narrowly missed the chance to study in higher education the 
South Africa Foundation Programme (then known as the Academic 
Development Programme) was conceived and implemented in the following 
year to provide access into undergraduate programmes via an alternative entry 
pathway.  The campus also established a School of Health Sciences and the 
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School of Information Technology which had broadened to become the Faculty 
of Business, Engineering and Technology.  New programme offerings in this 
Faculty included law, engineering and executive education (postgraduate 
programmes geared towards working professionals). The Schools of Social 
Science and Health Sciences were amalgamated into the Faculty of Social and 
Health Sciences. 
With current student numbers reaching almost 4000 after 19 years since 
opening the campus, there was a very strong commitment on campus by both 
academic and support staff members to understand its students better.  
Although there had always been a strong focus on being a ‘student-centered’ 
campus, there was a continued, focused, formal drive, supported by 
management, to provide holistic, relevant, and timely support for students.     
1.11.4 Fees charged 
Fees for study are significantly higher for students studying at IIE MSA 
compared to studying at a local public higher institution.  IIE MSA does not 
enjoy government subsidisation, thereby pushing the extra cost directly to the 
student.  Most students studying at this campus fall into the Living Standards 
Measure (LMS) of 6 – 10. The LMS tool (SAARF, n.d.) has become the most 
widely used marketing research tool in Southern Africa.  It places the population 
into ten LSM groups, 10 being the highest and 1 being the lowest.  The criterion 
for fitting into one of these groups is not based on quantitative salary data but 
rather through a checklist of 20 variables to differentiate possible markets.  
Some of these variables include the use of financial services, whether there is 
hot running water in the home, whether or not the family have insurance 
policies, and whether or not a motor vehicle is owned.  
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Upon its establishment, the campus was not steeped in entrenched institutional 
practices and cultures. There was much scope to forge a unique approach to 
enhancing the student experience within a uniquely South African higher 
education institutional environment, and beyond this specific environment, 
through this research study.  
The identified campus as a research site was favoured as a representative 
sample of students of South African and SADC countries studying at a South 
African, international private higher education institution, and could add to the 
existing body of local and international research in this area.   
IIEMSA is part of a broader private higher education component of the South 
African higher education system.  The following paragraphs provide some 
context around private higher education in South Africa. 
1.11.5 Broader context of private higher education in South Africa 
The private higher education sector comprises around 10% of the higher 
education enrolments in South Africa (CHE, 2018b:1) with an average of 110 – 
120 registered private higher education institutions in operation since 2002.  
The size and shape of these institutions ranges from those offering niche-area 
qualifications to large multi-campus, multi-brand operators. 39.7% of private 
providers offer courses in business and commerce (CHE, 2018b:2), yet few 
offer science, engineering, medicine, and health sciences (8%). 
From time to time, since the late 1990’s, there have been examples of private 
providers who have offered non-accredited qualifications – in offering such non-
accredited qualifications they have been acting illegally. In South Africa, all 
providers of public and private higher education are equally and strictly 
regulated by the regulatory bodies of the DHET, SAQA and the CHE.  Indeed, 
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the credibility of the private higher education environment has been ensured by 
these bodies with a steady, not steep increase in student numbers allowing for 
growth from a “sensitively regulated standpoint” (CHE, 2018b:3). This means 
that regulatory bodies ensure close monitoring of the growth of student 
numbers in private higher education, ensuring that the quality of programme 
offerings remain consistent with steadily rising student numbers. 
With 26 public higher education institutions in South Africa, the question arises 
regarding the value that private higher institutions may bring with them. Firstly, 
private higher education in South Africa has responded to the demand for more 
seats in higher education. The CHE confirms that there are opportunities for 
only half of eligible school leavers at TVET colleges or universities per year 
(CHE, 2018b:6).  Secondly, due to the unrest in recent years in higher 
education, with student protests around fees and decolonisation of the 
curriculum, there is a degree of perceived apprehension around the potential 
effects on the quality of some public institutions. Thirdly, there is the hunch that 
parents able to pay fees may be disillusioned with the current ongoing instability 
of some government-subsidised institutions, and will therefore make inroads to 
enroll their children in private higher education. 
At a SADC level, although enrolments have grown rapidly in the past decade, 
there has not been a proportionate increase in resourcing, and student access 
remains too low across the region.  As a result, SARUA (Southern African 
Regional Universities Association) initiated a Leadership Dialogue Series and 
outlined the need to find Southern African solutions to Southern African 
problems within its own local context (2012).  There is an acknowledged need 
to improve student support mechanisms.  With an ever increasing population 
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of over 276 million people in SADC countries (Kotecha, 5 April 2012), there is 
much work to be done to move the current participation rate from its current 
16.5% - 17% (Ramrathan, 2016) to the global average participation rate of 
around 33% (Marginson, 2016). 
 Research Design and Methods 
A qualitative research paradigm was utilised in this study with a complementary 
methods design type using narrative and thematic methods for analysis. Narrative and 
thematic methods of analysis have been successfully combined in other qualitative 
studies (Phoenix, 2007; Riessman, 2008; Rose, 2012).  
Initially, I had decided to pursue a narrative inquiry using only narrative interviews. 
However, after completing this first field text set with the respondents, I made the 
decision to use what Denzin and Lincoln refer to as  ‘multiple, interrelated 
methods’(2013:24) to better understand the experiences of respondents. 
The narrative section of this study (Part 1), using a sample of seven first-year students 
at a private higher education institution, employed various field text set collection 
methods. These included narrative interviews, respondent generated photo elicitation, 
conversations, drawings of first-year experience, a focus group discussion, 
respondent reflections, and respondents’ academic transcripts. Using Mishler’s (1995) 
typology of analysis for narrative analysis, I drew up seven individual biographical 
narrative portraits of first-year transition experiences. This allowed me to focus on the 
particularity, complexity and unique experiences of each respondent, allowing them to 
have voices that could be heard, rather than following commonly held assumptions of 
first-year students, commonly held by higher education institutions. The narrative 
analysis facilitated a vertical analysis of each respondent’s ‘becoming’ story. 
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The understandings gained from the narrative analysis enriched, informed and 
complemented the thematic analysis. A thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) 
facilitated a horizontal analysis across the seven respondents. For the thematic 
analysis, I made use of the same field text sets used in the narrative analysis, to 
investigate and analyse common themes across the seven respondents to find 
repeated patterns of meaning.   
 Ethical considerations  
This study was conducted in alignment with the University of Johannesburg, Faculty 
of Education’s ethical standards (see Appendix A). All respondents were fully informed 
of the nature of the research and all provided their informed consent (Appendix B) to 
participate in the study.  
 Chapter overviews 
Chapter 1: This chapter opens with a prologue which sets the stage for this study. 
After providing a background section encompassing my personal experiences of my 
first year of higher education study, the motivation for this study, the ‘pull’ factor to 
focus on student stories of experience and a rationale for using narrative as method 
and phenomenon for the study, the research problem is explained.  The research 
questions, the main aim of the research, along with the research objectives are 
articulated. A detailed overview of the research context is provided, followed by the 
research design and methodology employed for this study. The ethical considerations 
pertinent to my conducting this study are conveyed. 
Chapter 2: This chapter provides literature pertinent to the context of my study – 
literature on student transition, challenging the student discourse on ‘deficit’, and 
‘immersement’ of this study into narrative inquiry.  The chapter includes a section on 
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identity development and identity as stories, along with a section on the explosive 
growth in narrative studies in South Africa as a response to acknowledging the voices 
of our students who live and study in challenging times in our country.  It ends with the 
role of narrative in identity construction. Chapter Two ends with a summary of 
theoretical influences that served as a high-level guiding framework - providing a 
backdrop to allow the respondents’ stories of first-year experience to emerge. 
Chapter 3: This chapter provides the research design and methodologies used in this 
study. It covers my role and position as researcher, the positioning of this study within 
the qualitative paradigm, and the respondents of this study as complex subjects.  The 
sampling used to recruit the respondents is explained.  The chapter then moves to 
explain narrative inquiry as the chosen research method, along wth the field text set 
collection methods.  For the analysis of my field texts I outline the fact that I employed 
a narrative analysis as well as a thematic analysis. The narrative analysis forms Part 
1 of my findings. The thematic analysis forms Part 2 of my findings. I move from here 
to address issues of trustworthiness. Since the study relied heavily on the 
respondent’s interpretations of their first-year experiences, I also explore and address 
the issues of verisimilitude and utility.  Lastly, I address the ethical considerations of 
this narrative study. 
Chapter 4: This chapter provides a detailed description of the process of field text 
analyses undertaken in order to reach the findings of this study.  It shows how I 
arranged the various field text sets into seven field text sets in order to write rich 
descriptions of each of the seven students into what I term ‘narrative portraits’ of first- 
year experience. In addition, it presents the phases of thematic analysis that I followed. 
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 Chapter 5: This chapter  provides findings for this study in two phases. Phase 1 of 
the narrative findings are presented as seven individual narrative portraits. Phase 2 of 
the findings are presented as thematic findings.   
Chapter 6: This final chapter presents a discussion of the findings. I discuss 
implications of the findings and provide recommendations for practitioners working in 
higher education. I describe the limitations of this study and end with my personal 
reflections and learnings on this study. 
 Conclusion 
This chapter commenced with a motivation for the research, coupled with related 
assumptions and presuppositions about the study, and a formulation of the research 
problem.  It then followed with the research questions and the main aim of the 
research. The chapter ended with a provision of the structure of the research in terms 




CHAPTER 2 – PLOTTING AN UNDERPINNING FOR THE STUDY 
 Introduction 
This chapter provides the literature pertinent to this study.  It provides an overview of 
local and international literature on student transition from schooling to higher 
education contexts. It also incorporates the perspectives on narrative theory that I 
used in this study in an effort to understand how first-year students experience their 
first year of higher education study and by so doing reveal their developing identities 
as students.  
In this chapter I also draw on the strong links between narrative as phenomenon and 
method for the investigation of identity. In addition,  I take the position of  moving  away 
from the deficit discourse about students in transition towards recognising the 
strengths they bring with them into higher education. The literature review was guided 
by my interest in the lives of students, how they navigate their new environments and 
contexts, and how they learn what it means to be(come) a student.  
 Brief introduction to student transition   
Each student entering higher education for the first time is unique. They enter with 
unique backgrounds, and a variety of prior life experiences, and as a result they will 
experience situations (even the same situations) very differently.  This will result in 
each of their first-year experiences being different from each other.  Students enter 
higher education with a myriad of very mixed emotions – excitement at the outset of a 
new adventure, and/or trepidation at what lies ahead for each of them. Successful 
academic and social integration into higher education is a precondition for the required 
commitments to study, achieving success, and preventing early dropout (Tinto, 2009). 
First-year students face multiple challenges in making the transition from high school 
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to university studies. Each student interacts with different aspects of the institution 
differently. Coupled with this, universities have in some senses changed vastly. In 
others, changes are hardly noticeable since the advent of democracy in South Africa 
in 1994. Changes include  diversity of student populations with diverse religions, races, 
economic backgrounds, and cultures.  As a result, the needs of students in first year 
have grown in depth and diversity and need to be acknowledged, understood, and 
adjusted to by universities (Pather & Chetty, 2016:1-2). 
Transition can be defined as “a period between two periods of stability” (Schlossberg, 
Goodman & Anderson, 2006:24), and involves moving out of one environment into 
another where adaptation by the individual is required (Schlossberg et al., 2006:50).  
Being at school and being in higher education could be described as these two points 
of stability. However, this definition is not adequate to capture the range of transitions 
that the respondents of my study encountered. Rather, there would be an ongoing 
series of transitions that would unfold as they became students. As will be explained 
later in this chapter, identity development is ongoing, negotiated, contextualized and 
socially constructed. Hussey and Smith (2010) advance the notion that transition is an 
ongoing process, which continues throughout the student lifecycle, thus 
accommodating fluctuating and shifting identities. McFarlane (2018) explains that 
transitions to and within higher education involve significant shifts in learner identity 
and Huon and Sankey (2002) state that entry into higher education has significance 
for the transformation required in learner identity. 
Extensive studies have been published, both locally and internationally, regarding 
student transition into higher education.  These studies focus mostly on the challenges 
students encounter in this process, how they make sense of the new environments 
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that they are immersed in, and the importance of integrating new students into their 
new environments effectively, to ensure success and prevent early departure.  
Commencing higher education is a bewildering experience with many students being 
negatively labelled in various ways, depending on where they come from, what they 
look like, and how they, or others like them, have fared academically and socially upon 
entering higher education.    
The following section focuses on student transition in the local and international 
context.  It provides summarised findings of various local and international studies of 
students in transition, opening the opportunity for me as researcher to determine if my 
findings are congruent with or differ from the previous findings.  
 Student transition from secondary school to higher education – cul-de-
sacs and winding roads 
The following two sections are not an exhaustive review of local and interational 
literature on student transition. However, they serve as a prequel and relevant 
contextual base for the various narrative portraits and thematic analyses of my 
respondents which are located in Chapter Five. The review provides a prequel in that 
it served as a backdrop for the stories I would later tell of my respondents – some of 
their narratives were congruent with local and international literature, and some were 
different, as each respondent had a unique story to tell.  
 Local literature on student transition 
A review of local literature on student transition revealed the many changes, 
challenges, and confusions that students face on entering higher education.  Students 
experience transition issues within the institution they find themselves in, as well as in 
navigating intrapersonal transition isues.  Their experiences are characterised by both 
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negative and positive influences. The following paragraphs highlight some local 
findings on the first-year journeys that students in South Africa navigate. 
Many students that are new to higher education experience feelings of dissonance,  in 
that their expectations of higher education and the reality of higher education are often 
starkly different from each other (Wilson-Strydom, 2010:313). This is congruent with 
findings of the CHE (2010) who explain that the period of transition is a confusing one 
for students transitioning into higher education, and ties into the comment by Boughey 
(2013), mentioned in Chapter One, that coming to university is a “whole different ball 
game”. The importance of understanding how students “negotiate an enabling moral 
code and shape their behaviour and lifestyle” is highlighted as a crucial factor in the 
success of student transitions by Wilson-Strydom (2010).  Examples of what 
commencing students must negotiate at their selected higher education institutions 
include unknown physical spaces and forms, verbal uncertainty, new behavioural 
codes, as well as strange established norms and values (CHE, 2010): 
- Physical  spaces and forms: official institutional publications, websites, 
memorials, buildings and their names, signs, and symbols. 
- Verbal uncertainty: privileged stories in communication such as student 
organisations’ magazines, myths, official messages, speeches, and campus 
language. 
- New behavioural codes: rituals such as graduation ceremonies, rites of initiation, 
cultural performances, and celebrations. 
- Established norms and rules: social conventions, and organisational principles, 
and the values and assumptions expressed by the leadership of the institution, 
which can be used as guiding or warning signs. 
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Further, universities often do not adequately take the level of academic literacy of the 
student into account (Boughey & McKenna, 2016:1). The types of literacies or “ways 
of being” (Boughey & McKenna, 2016:4) which are valued by the institution are often 
implicitly difficult, making the assumption that achieving proficiency in these literacies 
is (or at least should be) easy – “common sense and natural” (Boughey & McKenna, 
2016:1). Boughey and McKenna (2016) explain that university-level reading, writing, 
and critical-reading all require identity shifts which need to be carefully facilitated at 
the level of teaching and learning. However, these disciplinary literacy practices may 
be difficult to learn and have implications for student identity by (at least initially) 
alienating students from their new environments.  
Institutions can be alienating for students (Chinyamurundi, 2018). In researching how 
international students developed a sense of belonging at a rural South African 
university, it was found that international students felt alienated - they often felt labelled 
and stereotyped because they were from other countries and in the minority 
(2018:215). The researcher argues for the importance of good international offices 
which are well equipped to support international students; and he expressed the need 
for strategies to encourage these students to make use of campus counselling 
services (2018:212).  
Within institutions in South African higher education, the approach to students 
sometimes centres around the preconceptions of practitioners who do not listen to the 
needs of students but rather act on assumptions they have of them  (Bitzer, 2009:226).   
Practitioners in higher education institutions often do not adequately understand that 
the lives of students are more complex than the small part they, as staff members, 
play in their interaction with the daily lives of these students. This resonates with the 
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findings that the academic work and life-worlds of students are often seen as discrete, 
separate parts which make the daily work of higher education employers and 
educators simpler, as they only have to deal with a small fragment of students’ 
existence (Van Breda, 2017:246 – 247).  
The need for higher education institutions to intentionally create and foster a sense of 
belonging for all students is of paramount importance (Gyamera, 2018:155). Students 
often feel a lack of belonging as if their identities are not acknowledged by the 
institution (CHE, 2004a; 2013). By making the institution a “true home”, in the 
metaphorical sense of what a home denotes, elicits a sense of identity for the student. 
In addition, social activities enhance feelings of confidence, identity, belonging, and 
bonding with the institution (CHE, 2013b).  
Some of the personal vulnerabilities and difficulties faced by students when making 
the transition from school to university, such as financial and accommodation 
constraints, the challenge of leaving familiar home environments, and entering a new 
environment, have been found to influence their sense of belonging and success 
(Bozalek, Garraway & McKenna, 2011:2).  These difficulties remain a challenge for 
many students for the duration of their university years, and also confound the settling- 
in process, and the development of a sense of belonging.   
Emotions  are at the core of ‘being’ for many students – “constituting the very core of 
their being and are intertwined with the way they perceive their studies and academia 
generally, as well as with their selves as students and individuals” (Bharuthram, 
2018:34). In a study aimed at investigating first-year students at the affective level, 
students were asked to write down, on two separate occasions in the year, what they 
were feeling at the time (Bharuthram, 2018:27). Student responses included feeling 
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stressed; exhausted; overwhelmed by the workload; not having enough time for 
themselves; and being scared. In addition, some students felt that their lecturers were 
inconsiderate in that their workload expectations were too high.  Some found that the 
required adjustment in the step from school to university was too great for them to 
make (Bharuthram, 2018:32-33). The author iterates that some of these negative 
feelings had a knock-on effect on the respondents’ sense of self and self-worth in that 
they were afraid of letting their families down (Bharuthram, 2018:33-34).   
In addition to the above, personal life challenges have been found to have an impact 
on student satisfaction with life or academic progress (Van Breda, 2017). Van Breda’s 
study found that the highest ranked challenges, as determined by students,  were 
poverty, violence, losing a loved one, and someone in the family who was abusing 
drugs or alcohol. Challenges reported less frequently included parents getting 
separated or divorced, someone they knew who had HIV, a parent passing away, 
emotional abuse of a partner, and being responsible for caring for parents or siblings.  
When tallied up, 72.4% of the respondents in the study reported the presence of a 
total of 1 – 5 challenges being active in their lives, showing that the majority of students 
had significant personal life challenges to navigate while trying to study. 
Students may suffer from a “sense of elsewhere” in that they miss their familiar home 
environments (Chinyamurundi, 2018).  As an example, one young student in 
Chinyamurundi’s (2018:219-220) study recounted:  
My father had been sick for a long time. I hated hearing my phone ring or the 
notification you get when you receive a new message. My life in South Africa 
was lived with fear of what was happening to my father back in Nigeria. Then 
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the inevitable happened. I was in a class, and I remember just walking out 
and cried. I cried – yes for my father but also for my helpless state.  
Some local studies also point to the positive first-year experiences of students 
(Bharuthram, 2018; Mahlangu & Fraser, 2017; McGhie, 2017). The following 
paragraphs focus on studies which report on the positive aspects of the first-year 
experiences of students.  
Mahlangu and Fraser (2017) investigated the academic experiences of fourteen top 
academic students who were maintaining excellence in first-year university 
programmes.  Their findings revealed positive aspects of the reported student 
experience during the first year of university. Specifically, their study focused on how 
first-year students accessed and used common university programmes and services 
that were made available to support them.  The findings of this study revealed that the  
successful first-year students thought of themselves as being both intrinsically and 
extrinsically motivated. The following aspects were regarded by respondents as most 
important for their high academic performance in their first year: “…self-confidence, 
academic preparedness, effort and the beliefs students had about themselves” 
(Mahlangu & Fraser, 2017:109). Despite being top achievers, these students did not 
avoid the various challenges associated with coming into higher education. These 
challenges included a demanding workload, adapting to higher education studies and 
the fact that the curriculum seemed loosely structured (Mahlangu & Fraser, 2017:110).  
The study also confirmed that the particular high schools that respondents went to had 
a bearing on their academic success in first year.  At the same time, respondents felt 
that their own efforts and ability to adapt to the expectations of their institution were 
crucial tools that they employed in order to successfully adapt and succeed. This ties 
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into the finings by Bharuthram (2018) who found that positive feelings during their first 
year were linked to a positive state of mind, which in turn led to a healthy body as well 
as feelings of contentment with where they were during their transition stage. 
In another study, successful first-year students were asked how they overcame 
challenges in making the transition from high school to higher education (McGhie, 
2017). Student responses included the fact that they knew that they had to take 
responsibility for their own learning, stayed focused, and had acknowledged that 
higher education would be different compared to high school, in that hard work would 
be a given (McGhie, 2017:416).  They also alluded to having the support of family and 
making the right friends.  One student articulated: “I chose friends who had the same 
focus and determination – I found that when we worked together, things always 
seemed more positive and we enjoyed our studies and tried to make even the worst 
subjects fun by talking about it” (McGhie, 2017:417). These students also reported 
possessing and using good time-management skills and displayed resilience and 
strength when needing to find solutions to problems. 
In the same study by McGhie, unsuccessful students were also asked to reflect on 
how they overcame the challenges of transition.  They had focused to a great extent 
on the social side of university life over their first year, focusing on the fun and freedom 
that they had enjoyed.  They found academic work difficult and struggled to meet the 
academic demands put onto them.  They attended classes less frequently than their 
more successful peers, and struggled with time-management, often giving in to peer 
pressure where academic work was disregarded (McGhie, 2017:419). 
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 International literature on student transition 
Over the years, the international literature on the types of student experiences of 
transition has grown immensely, but certain aspects have remained. Students struggle 
to find their place in new higher education  environments and have personal, 
academic, and social challenges to contend with. They often experience a lack of 
connectedness to the institution they are studying at and lack a sense of belonging. 
Coupled with this, their positive and negative personal experiences within and outside 
the classroom, play a very important role in determining their overall academic and 
personal success levels (Cole, 2017; Skipper, 2005; Yao, 2016). The following 
paragraphs cover the difficulties that many students experience on entering institutions 
of higher education. 
For many students the transition into higher education may be described as a “loss 
experience”.  The loss is manifested in that there is student identity discontinuity or 
instability in the early transition stage (Scanlon, Rowling & Weber, 2007:223).  This 
instability emanates from the fact that students only have 'knowledge about' rather 
than contextualised 'knowledge of' the new institutional practices and the learning 
context.  Not being able to always draw on the knowledge of previous learning, it is in 
the situated interactions with academic staff and peers which provide the context and 
process of identity formation (p.223).   
The description of a “loss experience” is linked to the concept of “transfer shock” for 
beginning students. First coined by Hills (1965) and later expanded on by Rhine, 
Nelson and Milligan (2000), “transfer shock” is explained as incorporating the 
academic and social factors in transitioning to higher education that increase dropout 
and lack of degree persistence.  One of these factors is a sense of alienation which 
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many students experience. Sometimes students feel “held back, blocked, inhibited, 
estranged or isolated from what it is they are learning” (Mann, 2005:43).  Another factor 
may be a lack of connectedness and involvement (Perry & Allard, 2003:74).  Other 
students may be unhappy and dissatisfied in their first year of study (Yorke, 2000).  
Internationally, students also often experience their first year as challenging and 
tumultuous which affects their sense of belonging (Yao, 2016). Underlying factors that 
exacerbate transfer shock internationally, include advanced age, marital status, 
finances, and employment.  (Rhine et al., 2000). 
In some instances, disjunctures may also occur between the expectations of first-year 
students and the mission and visions of the higher education institution (Crisp, Palmer, 
Turnbull, Nettelbeck, Ward, LeCouter, Sarris, Strelan & Schneider, 2009). Some 
students have unrealistic expectations of what the reality of the higher education 
institution will be. These unrealistic expectations may be linked to the information (or 
lack of it) about its culture, or because the institution simply is unaware of, or assumes 
its students’ needs (Crisp et al., 2009).  
From an institutional perspective, critical requirements for students during their first 
year include coping with the quality of teaching and learning, dealing with conditions 
of assessment and university regulations, being able to use university resources (such 
as using information and finding support), handling their offers to study, and managing 
their course selection process (Trautwein & Bosse, 2017).   
Coupled with the disjunctures that may play out between the institution and the new 
student, institutions often have siloed ways of working directly with students. Skipper 
(2005) contends that student affairs administrators are often most concerned with the 
psychosocial development of students, whilst academics focus mostly on intellectual 
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development (Skipper, 2005:3). This disjointed approach leaves students 
experiencing the institution in a disjointed, unstructured way.   In the South African 
context, I believe that this is the largest disjuncture in our approach to students, in that 
departments are isolated from one another and do not see the significance of working 
together to develop first-year students holistically.  I concur with Skipper (p.3) who 
contends that students do not experience their learning and development in packaged 
and boxed chunks that institutions are trying to deliver.  A holistic approach to the 
development and learning of students in higher education is important in informing 
practice to provide deeper, richer understandings of our students to help them succeed 
in higher education.    
The quality of the first-year experience has a strong link to the high attrition rates by 
students experienced in America (Cole, 2017:540). As a result, many American 
universities are introducing first-year retention initiatives that will result in better 
retention of first-year students.  Such initiatives include the creation of learning 
communities, first-year seminars and orientation programmes, coupled with student 
mental health services, and financial aid counselling.  
The following paragraphs move to the personal, academic, and social issues which 
many international students new to higher education face. 
Factors which have a bearing on the failure or success of students transitioning to 
higher education, include the level to which the student engages in campus activities, 
collaborates with faculty, specific degree programmes that students enter, and level 
of engagement with the academic programme itself (Ivins, Copenhaver & Koclanes, 
2017:249). These factors require that at a personal level, students use their personal 
strengths to ensure that they build strong connections with aspects of university life. 
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Critical personal requirements of commencing students include finding a sustainable 
balance in their lives, arranging appropriate accommodation, effectively managing 
their workloads, coping with stressful activities such as tests and examinations, coping 
with failure, and assessing their own performance and capacity (Trautwein & Bosse, 
2017).  Due to the difficulty of managing the transition to higher education, up to a third 
of American students consider leaving the institution during their first year of study.  
Reasons that they cite for leaving include a lack of finances, family issues, health, 
homesickness, stress, campus climate, location, and culture (Cole, 2017).  
Navigating the academic domain is a complex task in itself.  Academic issues that 
beginning students may face include coursework being too easy or difficult; or that the 
student had not chosen the programme wisely (Cole, 2017:540). Other academic 
challenges for students in transition include a need to understand the academic 
landscape of their studies; the need to gain academic skills and expertise, having 
unrealistic expectations of the institution they were studying at, connecting with faculty, 
experiencing difficult courses, and facing academic challenges and enjoying 
successes (Smith, 2019:64). Commencing students also need to cope with the 
academic pace and depth of their courses, identify and understand performance and 
assessment standards, adjust to a scholarly way of thinking and writing, and develop 
academic skills for academic success (Trautwein & Bosse, 2017:379). In some cases, 
students distance themselves from immersion into certain academic culture and 
practices (Mann, 2005:44). This is explained by Mann (p.44) in that students often 
disrupt the learning process as they have a perception of what it means to be a ‘good’ 
student – independent and clever – and think that engaging actively by asking 
questions may elicit some sort of academic disapproval. 
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Crooks (2017) conducted research into the area of ‘personal epistemology’ which 
delved into what beginning students in higher education understand about knowing 
and knowledge at the outset of their studies.  She explains that Canadian students 
also find the transition problematic and cited the fact that nationally, 24.2% of students 
drop out of their studies without graduating.  She investigated what it really means for 
students to find their place academically (Crooks, 2017:1) and also how 
epistemologies, “implicit in the practice of higher education frequently clashes with 
students’ own epistemological beliefs and assumptions, and so requires the students 
to rethink what knowledge is and how it is constructed and validated” (Crooks, 2017:1). 
Personal epistemology is defined by Crooks (2017:2) as the beliefs and assumptions 
students enter with, regarding knowledge and knowing.  These epistemologies come 
into play in complex and dynamic classroom situations where they judge the facts or 
falseness of something new, or perhaps assess the credibility or reliability of a source.  
Students may be ‘absolutist’ in that the students believe everything their lecturer tells 
them (Crooks, 2017:4). The example is given of a student who says, “I like to listen – 
to sit and take notes from the overhead. The material is right there and if you have a 
problem you can ask him [the Professor] and he can explain it to you. You hear it, you 
see it and then you write it down.”  For these students, giving their own opinion on 
subject matter is difficult and perplexing. 
However, there are other students’ who may be ‘relativist’ (Crooks, 2017:5) in their 
thinking who deny the facts at face value and believe in the right to have an opinion. 
Crooks provides an example of a student with a relativist positioning; “I don’t think you 
can prove anybody wrong really, because everybody has a point of view and 
everybody has a right to their point of view” (Crooks, 2017:5).  When challenged on 
their opinions and views in a classroom these students may vehemently stick to their 
51 
 
beliefs – as they believe they have a right to them, or they may become disinterested 
and detached from discussion wondering why the discussion is important if none of 
the other students have answers. 
The social experiences of first-year students may range from connecting with others, 
and being behind on experience which they needed to gain in order to navigate their 
transition better (Smith, 2019:64). Furthermore, commencing students in higher 
education need to  understand the need to build peer networks, work in teams, build 
working relations with lecturers, and adjust to the social climate on campus (Trautwein 
& Bosse, 2017:379). 
Newly found independence on commencing higher education is another social issue 
that many students have to navigate. For many young students, entering higher 
education means leaving home for the first time – a natural rite of passage into growing 
independence and adulthood. In a study by Prevett and Williams (2017), one narrative 
centered on a student straddling the new social and academic world he found himself 
in at university (p.977). In this narrative the student got out of bed late often and worked 
deep into nights completing academic work.  Conscience and guilt of how his days 
turned out were noticeable.  His narratives revealed an identity strongly linked to family 
and community expectations back home. Rather than refer to him as a lazy student, 
the authors narrated him as possessing strong cultural, social, and educational capital, 
as he self-identified as being resilient and achieving sound academic grades (p.979). 
The student did not find the transition easy in that he had not found or accessed 
support services and found his large lecture classes intimidating without the 
opportunity to contribute, ask questions, or interact. The student narrated: “I find 
sometimes the teachers they get a bit angry I suppose sometimes. If you don’t 
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understand certain concepts or you ask them this question, they kind of look at you 
like ‘have you been listening to me for the past?’ and which I have been listening to 
them, but I still don’t understand” (p.979). This would call for a need to recognise the 
sociability of students and therefore build a social pedagogy to align with students’ 
frame of reference to strengthen student learner identities (Prevett & Williams, 
2017:981). 
 The impact of transition on student identity formation 
The above sections show the uncertainties and challenges that students new to higher 
education face, often having a negative impact on their sense of belonging in the new 
institution. Due to the marketisation and repositioning of higher education for the 
learning economy, there are uncertainties for students as to what it means to be a 
student as well as a student functioning in the wider world (Barnett, 2007:9).  As a 
result, the ‘being’ of a student is put in question - the ‘being’ of a student refers to the 
way a student is in the world (Barnett, 2007:27). However, the student is also tied up 
in the everyday higher education world of courses, daily challenges, sequences, and 
situations – he or she is immersed in various relationships in the diverse educational 
setting of a higher education institution. Within these diverse relationships, their sense 
of ‘self’ changes, depending on daily successes and challenges. 
In these previous sections covering literature on local and international student 
transition, it can be noted that students experience various challenges and difficulties 
during their first year of study in higher education. Despite these challenges and 
difficulties, there are many students that overcome these obstacles and barriers due 
to the strengths and capital that they bring with them into their new environment. Too 
often, students are cast in a negative light. This negativity, on the part of institutions 
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or its staff members, confounds the process of a smooth transition into university 
study.  The following section argues for a need to shift the deficit view of students to 
rather viewing students in terms of the strengths that they bring with them into the 
higher education context.  
 Shifting ‘deficit’ to ‘strengths 
Leibowitz (1995:33) and Ndebele (1995:4) state that the common terms attributed to 
many students commencing higher education are words such as “disadvantaged” or 
“academically unprepared”.  In South Africa, this deficit is usually defined by attributing 
this label to students who come from specific socio-economic, educational, and 
language backgrounds.  These students commence higher education with a range of 
learning backgrounds which some may feel have not allowed them to develop the 
academic and cultural resources needed to succeed. What should be acknowledged 
is that students enter higher education as unique individuals with unique needs – but 
‘different’ should not be equated with being ‘deficient’ or ‘worse’. This type of 
assumptive and stereotyped thinking has led to the constitution of a deficit thinking 
model which focuses on the inadequacies of students as a hindrance which needs 
‘fixing’ (Smit, 2012:369). Boughey, experienced in the discourse of academic 
development for students in South Africa, refers to the fact that most universities still 
ascribe to the thinking that ‘students’ learning problems’ are to be equated with the 
poor schooling along with their social and cultural histories (nd). 
Smit (2012:7) insightfully asks if higher education institutions should rather reflect and 
possibly acknowledge themselves as being unprepared for a changing student body. 
Unfortunately, sometimes there is a general ‘push-back’ of academia and a ‘defensive 
cynicism’ of academics who equate widening access with a drop in academic 
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standards (Haggis, 2006).  I argue that students from all backgrounds hold a wealth 
of information and capital. Practitioners should tap into this wealth of information and 
capital by meeting new students halfway instead of expecting them to assume that 
they have everything it takes to succeed in their new higher education environment. 
Although the step into higher education brings its complex and nuanced challenges to 
most students, academic staff and institutions themselves should rather draw on the 
strengths that students bring to the table. I concur with Barnett (2007:9), who claims 
that if researchers and practitioners are serious about students, there is a need for a 
shift in their thinking and researching into higher education.  He encourages 
researchers to consider what it means to be a student.  In this study I was aware of 
my own assumptions, but I ensured that they did not impact on my interactions with 
respondents in that I allowed their voices to be heard. I strove to understand them with 
the underlying approach to this study, to move beyond the traditional ‘deficit’ model of 
students who enter higher education, drawing rather on the strengths or ‘capital’ that 
commencing students bring with them. This is explored below, where I concur with the 
thinking of Leibowitz (1995; 2009), Marshall and Case (2010), Sacks (2002), Smit 
(2012) and Yosso (2005). 
As an alternative to deficit thinking, Leibowitz (1995:34) preferred to draw on the 
strengths of what students bring with them to higher education despite their schooling, 
as a basis for researchers to build stronger academic development initiatives. In the 
same vein, Smit (2012:8) argued that deficit thinking fails to acknowledge the strengths 
that students bring with them to the institution. Sacks (2002) advised that academic 
teaching staff should “actively search for ways to tap into student competences, and 
find ways to recognise the dignity of difference”.  Similarly, at a local level, Marshall 
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and Case (2010:491) argued that the strengths developed by those from 
‘disadvantaged’ backgrounds “could form useful resources for succeeding in higher 
education and that the construction of identity could be crucial for mobilising these 
resources” (Marshall & Case, 2010:491). In addition, Yosso’s (2005) forms of cultural 
capital were mirrored locally within the South African ‘Report of the Ministerial 
Committee on Transformation and Social Cohesion and the Elimination of 
Discrimination in Public Higher Education Institutions’ (DoE, 2008b). It is documented 
that despite the frustrations of students, they have a great desire to fit in and be 
accepted at university (p.80).  
Leibowitz (2009) also made a strong case for investigating the material, social, and 
cultural influences as powerful resources students bring with them to higher education, 
through the use of learner biographies.  The idea of biographies appealed to me as an 
innovative, creative method for gathering field text sets in my study.  This led me on a 
path to find meaningful, interesting, and relevant texts from my respondents. This is 
discussed in more detail in Chapter Three. 
My study aligns with the work of Tara Yosso (2005), which moves away from a deficit 
point of view of individuals and instead, focuses on the cultural knowledge, skills, and 
abilities possessed by socially marginalised groups that often go unrecognised and 
unacknowledged. The traditional deficit view of students rests on the premise that 
students bring nothing of value, and are a drain on the resources of the institution.  
The opposite view of this is that they bring capital, skills, and wealth. I concur with 
Yosso (2005) who did not agree that students enter the classroom only with 
deficiencies.  Instead, Yosso (2005) introduced an alternative concept termed 
‘community cultural wealth’.  This ‘cultural wealth’ was clearly noticeable in my 
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interactions with my respondents and is integrated into their narrative portraits which 
are presented in Chapter Five.  As with other authors (Jayakumar, Vue & Allen, 2013; 
Liou, Gonzalez & Cooper, 2009), I found the work of Yosso (2005) relevant in 
researching students in transition in order to understand the strengths that they bring 
with them to higher education.  
Yosso unpacked six forms of cultural capital that are often discrete and hidden from 
the traditional teaching and learning approaches. These included aspirational capital, 
which is the ability to show resilience and uphold dreams and possibilities in light of 
barriers against them. The second form of capital was linguistic capital, referring to the 
capital they bring with them, in that they are multilingual and possess communication 
skills, such as being brought up as participants in storytelling traditions. The third form 
of capital was familial capital, referring to the strengths they bring in terms of 
broadening the kinship of family to a kinship of community. The fourth form of capital 
they brought with them was social capital, referring to the networks of people around 
them that can be drawn on to strengthen the notion that they are not alone in the 
process of chartering ‘new waters’ in higher education. The fifth form of capital was  
navigational capital, which referred to using inner resources, learned earlier in life to 
navigate new, hostile settings such as a higher education institution. Lastly, resistant 
capital, referred to understanding the constructions of racism, and possessing the 
desire to transform these oppressive constructions around them (Yosso, 2005). Each 
of Yosso’s forms of cultural capital is unpacked in more detail in the paragraphs that 
follow. 
With regard to aspirational capital, Yosso (2005:78) explained that resilience is 
apparent when parents allow themselves and their children the opportunity to dream 
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and imagine beyond their circumstances, promoting a better future beyond their 
current situations.   These families open the doors of possibility to break the link 
between the parents’ employment status and their children’s prospective academic 
attainment. 
Yosso (2005:78) referred to linguistic capital. Many students arrive at higher education 
institutions with various levels of language and communication skills.  Many students 
have been raised in a storytelling tradition. These traditions comprise listening to and 
narrating oral histories, parables, stories, and proverbs. Their storytelling social skills 
involve memorisation, attention to detail, dramatic pauses, comedic timing, facial 
effects, volume, rhythm, and rhyme (Yosso, 2005:79).  Yosso also added that linguistic 
capital implies the ability to communicate through visual art, poetry, and music. 
Familial capital, as referred to by Yosso (2005:79) is the instinctive sense of 
community, history, memory, and cultural intuition amongst family.  The collective 
sense of family extends to living and passed members of immediate and extended 
families – aunts, uncles, grandparents, and friends who are kept close in the familial 
circle. The familial capital reduces feelings of isolation for members when they are 
separated from family units as they understand that the family tackles common issues 
together and solves problems together.  This form of capital acts as a moral compass, 
highlighting the importance of an education, caring, and coping – the capital here is 
built over time through a family approach to social gatherings, schooling, sport, and 
religious gatherings (p.79). 
Access to social networks and community capital are coined by Yosso (2005:79) as 
social capital.  The capital here is gained through the strengths of leaning on one 
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another when support is required for access to social systems such as scholarships 
for study, legal justice, employment, and healthcare (p.79). 
Navigational capital was elaborated on by Yosso (2005) as possessing the ability to 
navigate new environments, such as higher education institutions. The resilience to 
cope in such a setting is attributed to possessing inner resources, such as surviving, 
thriving, or recovering from adverse events, and learning from past events to improve 
prospects (p.79). 
Resistance capital is the final form of cultural capital discussed by Yosso (2005:80) 
regarding students of colour.  It refers to challenging the unequal societal status quo 
through asserting themselves as being worthy, valued, proud of who they are, and 
strong in the face of issues such as race, gender, and class. 
It is imperative to provide opportunities for students to capitalise on these forms of 
capital in the face of their sometimes daunting new environments and the wider 
context of society that they navigate. Given that Barnett (2007) outlines the 
uncertainties of what it means to be a student – to navigate the university environment 
with its daily challenges, it becomes necessary for the students themselves, to change.   
It is at this juncture, that the link between student identity development and 
investigating the strengths and capital that they bring with them into new higher 
education environments, are integral to investigating the  identities that they reveal.  
The next section investigates the concept of identity, along with various definitions of 




Identity is a contested term in that it has taken on many different interpretations in the 
literature (Gee, 2001). This is especially true in academia where people take on a 
variety of positions when defining this term.   
In my review of the literature and relevant South African government documentation 
as discussed in Chapter 1, there seems to be a trend to use the term ‘identity’ in an 
under specified, ambiguous, or unfocused manner.  I support the claim by Chickering 
(1969) who posited that the term ‘identity’ was vast and vague, and only gave a very 
loose guide for educational decisions.  He further explained that the myriad definitions 
of identity had become so diverse, that the term itself has come to have many 
meanings for many people.  Various authors incorporate the concept of identity in their 
studies but do not delve into the various student identities that are in fact developed. 
These include but are not limited to: Boughey, (2012);  Ellery (2011); Frick, Albertyn 
and Rutgers (2010); Maitland and Lemmer, (2011); McKenna, (2004); Strauss, (2011);  
Swart and Greyling, (2011); Van Schalkwyk, Young, and Ruiters (2012); and Farmer,  
Farrand and O’Mahen (2012). 
This is certainly not a criticism of these authors in any respect, as their research papers 
mentioned have different research goals, but the examples serve to illustrate the need 
to begin to delve into the experiences of students to understand how various student 
identities emerge to better inform our academic inteactions with our students.  I concur 
with Soudien (2008) who explains that in South African higher education, there is 
insufficient attention paid to the ways in which identity-making takes place. 
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For example, the following paragraphs illustrate how various authors incorporate 
identity issues into their studies, but do not provide a definite definition on what identity 
for students specifically means in the South African context. 
A commissioned study by the CHE (2010) acknowledged that there are relationships 
between identity-related factors and academic performance.  However, identity-
related factors were not interrogated in the CHE study. This study rather focused on 
how students encountered and experienced life at their respective institutions, how 
they responded to academic challenges, and the effects of the academic challenges 
on their progress and performance as students.  
In the review of literature there are multiple definitions of identity.  It became necessary 
for me to review various types of thought on identity to find one that would have a solid 
fit with investigating identity development of students new to higher education in South 
Africa.  Some examples of definitions follow below, which focus on identity as a 
cultural, sociocultural, or social construct. 
Identity may be defined as a cultural construct. It is a matter of ‘becoming’ as well as 
‘being’ (Hall, 1990:225).  It belongs to the future and the past.  It is not something 
which already exists, going beyond time, place, time, history and culture.  Cultural 
identities come from somewhere and therefore have histories and undergo constant 
transformation.  They are not static and are therefore dependent on history, culture, 
and power. Identities are the labels we give to different ways we are positioned by, 
and position ourselves within, the narratives of the past (Hall, 1990).  
Identity may be regarded as a sociocultural construct. Somekh and Lewin (2011:324) 
define identity as: “(t)he socioculturally constructed sense of self which is centrally 
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important in terms of human agency.  Identity either empowers or constrains 
individuals depending on its social formation”. 
Other definitions of identity are framed as a social construct. Taijfel (1981) defined 
identity as a social construct: as “the part of the self-concept that is based on 
membership in a group or groups and on the importance and salience of that 
membership.”  
Wenger (1998) referred to identity in terms of how learning changes who we are within 
the context of our communities – thus also denoting identity as having a social 
character. As an aspect of social practice, learning requires a connection to and a 
development within social communities (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Learning what it 
means to be a student implies participating in new activities, being faced with new 
tasks and functions, and the requirement to grasp new understandings. All of these 
arise from the new situated community - the higher education institution - which 
students find themselves in.  In this situated context, students learn how ‘to be’ 
students through legitimate peripheral participation which is a form of evolving 
membership (Lave & Wenger, 1991).  Identity is also seen as an evolving form of 
knowing which emanates from learning in a situated context (Lave & Wenger, 1991).  
According to Lave and Wenger (1991) there is a strong interrelationship between 
identity, learning, and social membership.  Wenger (1998) argued that “the aim of 
learning is to produce meaning and to experience our life and the world as meaningful”. 
Therefore, through our participation with others and our world, we should be able to 
define who we are.  Thus, identity cannot be regarded as a product – it is a lived and 
negotiated experience through social participation, which implies social learning.   
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In his seminal work, Gee (2001) offered one particular approach to identity. He 
equated being recognised as a certain ‘kind of person’ with identity in that individuals 
hold multiple identities based on the performances that they may undertake in society.  
In other words, one person could be a certain ‘kind of person’ or many different ‘kinds 
of person’ at the same time.  The kinds of person one can be are dependent on context 
and can be ambiguous or stable. In a similar vein, Ricouer (1991:73) advocated that 
an individual holds two identities at the same time: the idem identity and ipse identity.  
Idem includes the self as a physical entity whereas ipse identity refers to selfhood, 
when a person asks the question of “Who am I?” as this reveals the telling of a story 
of life. The concept of identity, then, may refer to the telling of a story of life. 
In my review of the literature on identity, I departed from a developmental, 
psychological approach to identity (as used in my Masters study), for example, Erikson 
(1963), towards an educational approach in line with the socio-cultural turn in human 
and social sciences. Although the psychological approach to identity development is 
important for understanding student identity, it is ‘acontextual’ for use in the South 
African context.  Sfard and Prusak (2005) further clarify that although the term ‘identity’ 
previously emanated from mostly psychological discourses, it now inhabits the 
research spaces in many social and humanistic sciences.  The developing identity of 
being a student is not investigated as a psychological concept in this study, it is rather 
seen as a simultaneously cultural, historical, social, and personal construction.  
To better understand student identity through student experiences, the social 
construction conceptualisation of identity must be embraced. The traditional 
parameters of identity deal mostly with character, nature, and personality, and how 
these are connected with aspects of belief, attitudes, and conceptions (Sfard & Prusak, 
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2005:14). Hoffman (1998:324) supports  this thinking through her statement that: 
“identity has become the bread and butter of our educational diet”.  This is due to the 
sociocultural turn in the human sciences.  The study of identity through a biological or 
natural lens is misaligned with the sociological project (Sfard & Prusak, 2005:15). 
Sfard and Prusak (2005) further developed Gee’s (2001) claim about the potential of 
identity as an analytic tool for investigating student identity.  They defined identity as 
“a set of reifying, significant, endorsable stories about a person. These stories, even if 
individually told, are products of a collective storytelling” (2005:14). 
In their research article, Sfard and Prusak (2005:14) arrived at an operational definition 
of identity.  This definition was to “equate identities with stories about persons”.  They 
made clear the fact that identities do not find their expression in stories but rather that 
identity is stories.  Although they acknowledge that their narrative rendering of identity 
may be perceived as reductionist, they explain that it does lead to theoretical insights 
into human communication, and allows researchers to make the term operational and 
easier to work with.   
In my study, I worked with the identity definition provided by Sfard and Prusak, in that 
the collections of stories that commencing students in higher education tell, reflect and 
represent their identities.  Many leading scholars agree that self-narratives are 
expressive of and constitutive of identity (Insead & Barbulescu, 2010; Bruner, 1990; 
Gergen, 1994; Josselson, 2004; Kim, 2016; Lave and Wenger, 1991, 2003; McAdams, 
1996; and Pentland, 1991).  
The definition of identity by Sfard and Prusak (2005), as confirmed by other well-known 
researchers mentioned above, shows that a narrative investigation using stories to 
reveal student identities is relevant to investigating how students experience their first 
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year in higher education. Due to the social turn being made in this study of student 
identity, this study acknowledged the fact that identity is socially constructed and 
constantly created and re-created in storied interactions by people and between 
people. In this study, it was the storied interactions between me and respondents, 
between respondents themselves, and their own reflections of experience. I concur 
with Sfard and Prusak (2005:15) that by acknowledging ‘identity as stories’ a new 
discourse in research can be put forward in that individuals are “active agents who 
play decisive roles in determining the dynamics of social life and in shaping individual 
activities”. 
The following section provides clarification and more depth from authors in the field of 
narrative identity, who support the claim that identity is revealed to others through 
stories told. 
 Identity as stories – understanding stories and their link to identity and 
narrative identity 
At the outset of this section, it is important to note that the terms ‘narratives’ and  
‘stories’ are often used interchangeably in the literature, due to the convergence of 
their rich traditions (Gill & Goodson, 2011:57). In this study, as with the literature, I 
refer to narratives and stories interchangeably. 
Hardy (1968:5) provides a broad context of when individuals employ narrative in  
everyday life: “We dream in narrative, daydream in narrative, remember, anticipate, 
hope, despair, believe, doubt, plan, revise, criticise, gossip, learn, hate and love by 
narrative”. Human life may be seen as a process of narrative interpretation, through 
which meaning can be gleaned (Ricouer, 1991).  
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Narrative inquiry, according to Clandinin and Connelly (2000:20) is a way of 
understanding human experience:   
It is a collaboration between researcher and respondents, over time, in a place 
or series of places, and in social interaction with milieus.  An inquirer enters this 
matrix in the midst and progresses in this same spirit, concluding the inquiry 
still in the midst of living and telling, reliving and retelling, the stories of 
experience that make up people’s lives, both individual and social.  Simply 
stated…narrative inquiry is stories lived and told (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). 
Mc Drury and Alteiro (2003) explain that the narrative instinct is a basic human one:   
“Stories are everywhere - we hear them, we read them, and we tell them.”  Our ability 
to communicate our own experiences and those of others allows us to move beyond 
our own personal frameworks and take on broader viewpoints.  They further explain 
that the most significant learning takes place during or after powerfully emotional 
events (McDrury & Alteiro, 2003:26), which was significant in the context of this 
particular study.  Making the shift from high school to university is regarded as a major 
event in the life of a young person and is always an emotional process.    
Authors from various backgrounds (see Bruner, 1986; Connelly & Clandinin, 1990; 
and Polkingthorne, 1988) have suggested that telling stories is a means of making 
sense of experiences.  The use of storytelling as a tool in educational contexts as a 
reflective device for learning has gained momentum.  Its use in this study was a 
method for understanding what students narrate of their first-year experiences to 
unravel what it means to become a student in higher education. 
Storytelling "is a uniquely human experience that enables us to convey, through the 
language of words, aspects of ourselves and others, and the worlds, real or imagined, 
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that we inhabit.  Stories enable us to come to know these worlds and our place in them 
given that we are all, to some degree, constituted by stories: stories about ourselves, 
our families, friends and colleagues, our communities, our cultures, our place in 
history" (McDrury & Alteiro, 2003:31). There is an emotional aspect to storytelling,  and 
through this the researcher is able to draw on, acknowledge and value the emotional 
reality of students’ lives and where they 'sit' within the reality of their new context 
(McDrury & Alteiro, 2003:32).  Storytelling 'as a way of knowing' (McDrury & Alteiro, 
2003:35) has the capacity to uncover, discover, freeze, create or re-imagine meaning 
and to enable subsequent learning. 
Storytelling accommodates diverse realities and enables students to share 
experiences from their own contexts.  Context refers to the physical, cultural, social, 
and political aspects embedded in stories and embodied in tellers and listeners, while 
the construction of knowledge is the result of their active participation in a storytelling 
process. 
In narrative, meanings are socially constructed – human action and agency are subject 
to sociocultural, historical, and political influences (Gill & Goodson, 2011:157).   
Narratives are the commencement point of our exploration and search for a story of 
actions within historical, personal backdrops, and social and cultural transitions 
(Goodson, 2011:158). They are important for situated learning and the social 
construction of knowledge through apprenticeship, collaboration, reflection, and 
coaching (McLellan, 1994:7).   
The argument that identities are revealed through story is well documented in the 
literature (Bruner, 1986; Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Czarniawska, 2004; Giddens 
1991; Gill & Goodson, 2011; Hardy, 1968; Hitchcock & Hughes, 1995; McAdams, 
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1996; McAdams & McLean, 2013; McLellan, 1994; Polkingthorne, 1988, 2007; 
Ricouer, 1991; Riessman, 2008; Sfard & Prusak, 2005; Singer, 2004 and Yuval-Davis, 
2006). The following paragraphs provide examples of this link between story and 
identity. Based on the examples below I make the claim that life and narratives, or 
stories, are linked and that human life is interpreted in and through stories. This section 
served as a rationale for including the transition narratives of respondents, in the form 
of narrative portraits, that are told in Chapter Five.   
Narratives portray: “an interest in the self and representations of the self” (Elliot, 
2012:283). Similarly, storytelling is a descriptive and a formative process of identity 
construction (Beech & Sims, 2007:290).  Life is lived as a storyline in that we shape 
and reshape our story and our life together (Bruner, 1986). Bruner argues that our 
stories are cyclical in that we live our lives with the already formed story-in-progress 
with a community of listeners until the next retelling of our story changes its shape yet 
again.  
Giddens (1991:55) suggested that a person’s self-identity is important for their 
existence, which is always both strong and delicate.  He argued that the identity of an 
individual is strong, because it is held onto tightly in social environments during major 
tensions or transitions. In the case of this study, commencing first-year study is a major 
transition for a student.  The identity is also delicate, because the story the individual 
holds or tells is only one of many other stories that could be told about the development 
of himself or herself. Giddens put forward that “(i)n order to have a sense of who we 
are, we have to have a notion of how we have become, and of where we are going” 
(1991:54). In this study, the reflections and discussions gave respondents an 
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opportunity to reflect on where they had come from and how they had transformed 
along the journey of becoming students in higher education. 
“Identities are narratives, stories people tell themselves and others about who they are 
(and who they are not)” (Yuval-Davis, 2006:202). However, the identity fluctuates, 
“always producing itself through the combined process of being and becoming, 
belonging and longing to belong.  This duality is often reflected in narratives of identity” 
(Yuval-Davis, 2006:202). This was a feature of the field text sets that I gathered of 
respondents – they shared distinct features of who they were as individuals, and who 
they were not. 
The argument for the connection between narratives and the development of the 
individual’s self is also made by Hitchcock and Hughes (1995:186).  They argued that 
using life narratives gleans a deeper appreciation of an individual’s experience of the 
past, present, and future.  Identity is the frame in which commitments and 
identifications can help us define from case to case what is good, valuable, what 
should be done, and what one sanctions or opposes (Gill & Goodson, 2011:157). I 
therefore made multiple opportunities available for my respondents for storytelling to 
reveal their transition narratives in terms of what they deemed good, valuable, what 
they did and should have done, and what they believed in.   
McAdams and McLean (2013:233) defined narrative identity “as a person’s 
internalised and evolving life story, integrating the reconstructed past and imagined 
future to provide life with some degree of unity and purpose”.  Similarly, Singer 
(2004:437) explained that narrative identity research is concerned with how people 
use narratives to develop and maintain a sense of personal unity and purpose from 
wide-ranging experiences across their lifespan. 
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McAdams (1996:307) viewed narrative identity as “an internalised and evolving 
narrative of the self that incorporates the reconstructed past, perceived present and 
anticipated future”. Similarly, Clandinin and Connelly (2000) explain that 
“…experience is the stories people live.  People live stories, and in the telling of these 
stories, reaffirm them, modify them, and create new ones.  Stories lived and told 
educate the self and others, including the young and those such as researchers who 
are new to their communities.” 
Polkingthorne (1988:150) provided a brief yet very succinct argument as to why a 
narrative study is relevant, when addressing how identities are revealed and 
developed: 
The tools being used by the human disciplines to gain access to the self-
concept are, in general, the traditional research implements designed for formal 
science to locate and measure objects and things […] we achieve our personal 
identities and self-concept through the use of narrative configuration, and make 
our existence into a whole by understanding it as an expression of a single 
unfolding and developing story.  We are in the middle of our stories and cannot 
be sure how they will end; we are constantly having to revise the plot as new 
events are added to our lives.  Self, then, is not a static thing or substance, but 
a configuring of personal events into a historical unity which includes not only 
what one has been but also anticipations of what one will be (Polkingthorne, 
1988:150). 
As identities are constructed in individual and group settings (Riessman, 2008), I 
provided opportunities for my respondents to tell their stories in individual ways 
(narrative interviews, bringing pictures that reminded them of their first-year 
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experience, individual drawings, the stories they told of their drawings, and individual 
reflection) and group settings (conversations whilst drawing pictures of first-year 
journeys, a focus group discussion, and group reflection).   
The next section explains the shift in local literature over the period of my enrolment 
as a doctoral student. In the years that I was busy with this study, there was a 
noticeable, significant growth in local narrative studies to understand the experiences 
of students in higher education.    
 The explosive growth of narrative studies in South Africa  
The use of narrative as a tool to better understand the experiences of students is 
gaining recent traction in South African higher education research (Boughey & 
McKenna, 2016; Carolissen and Kiguwa, 2018; Chinyamurundi, 2016a, 2016b, 2018; 
Ngabaza, Shefer & Clowes, 2018; and Pather & Chetty, 2016) in that they afford the 
chance to understand how students make sense of their positive or negative 
experiences in higher education. 
Since the student protests in South Africa started in 2015, much research has focused 
on issues of social justice for students in the South African higher education research 
community. The 2015 ‘#Rhodesmustfall’ and the ‘#Feesmustfall’ student protests 
called mostly, but not solely, for the decolonisation of the curriculum in South African 
universities and showed disdain for the high tuition fees that they were paying 
(Boughey & McKenna, 2016:1). In their 2016 article, Boughey and McKenna 
addressed the obtaining of proficiency of academic literacies of students as having a 
bearing on students’ “ways of being”.  They conclude their argument with a call for 
more reflective and theoretical (p.7) work to be done so as not to perpetuate the 
current common-sense assumptions made of students in the field of academic 
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development. On the back of the student protests has followed, “a powerful 
mobilisation around the lived experiences of students” (Ngabaza, Shefer & Clowes, 
2018:1).  
The need to listen to the voices of our students in South African higher education is 
being realised. This is evidenced through a growth of recent local narrative enquiries 
which acknowledge the voice of our students (see Chinyamurundi, 2016a, 2016b, 
2018; Carolissen & Kiguwa, 2018; Pather & Chetty, 2016; and Ngabaza, Shefer & 
Clowes, 2018). 
As an example to support the growth of narrative studies in South Africa, the University 
of the Free State, under the leadership of the Department of Sociology, has initiated a 
Master’s and PhD research programme entitled ‘The Narrative Study of Lives’. This 
research programme initiative led to the publishing of 14 research articles by students 
in an internationally rated and accredited journal, Qualitative Sociology Review, 
(2017). 
Possibly the best reason put forward to date, for attributing the recent growth of 
narrative studies in South Africa is by Coetzee and Rau (2017:8-9) who make the point 
that despite the changes since 1994 with the advent of our new democracy, the 
country is still plagued by inequality and inequity. Factors contributing to the growth of 
narrative studies in South Africa include an awareness of how narrative accounts can 
assist in recollecting and experiencing the past through a focused lens.  It answers 
questions about historical discrimination of individuals, and how this historical 
discrimination is still the lived reality of many South Africans.  It provides answers to 
questions about trauma and transition, and how we live and tell our identities.   
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Coetzee and Rau (2017) further argue that the voices of South Africa’s people have 
not been heard sufficiently through the suppression of apartheid, in that many racial 
groups sat on the periphery as citizens.  Political conflict during apartheid often 
silenced the voices that needed to be heard. Using narrative in research studies, 
allows individuals the chance to participate and express themselves, and in doing so, 
open others to the lived realities and experiences of previously silenced South 
Africans. 
 Conceptual and theoretical influences guiding this study 
I began my inquiry with my own experience which is expressed as a lived and told 
story. Connelly and Clandinin (1990:41) explain that narrative inquiry typically begins 
with the researcher’s autobiographically oriented narrative and is commonly 
associated with the research problem or research question. My research problem 
outlined the poor academic outcomes for many students in their first-year of higher 
education and the call by Boughery and McKenna (2016) for more reflective and 
theoretical work to be done so as not to perpetuate commonly held assumptions made 
of students. This led the research to follow a narrative approach where the voices of 
experience of individual first-year students could be heard.  My research question; 
“What do first-year students’ transition narratives reveal about their emerging student 
identities?” was the way I would delve into investigating the unique stories that 
commencing students in higher education tell, as a means to better understand our 
students and meet them halfway, rather than perpetuating the commonly held ‘deficit’ 
assumptions of students.  
Theory covering international and local transition was studied, based on the fact that 
my sample of respondents were a combination of local and international students.  
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This theory served as a prequel for the stories that I would later tell of my respondents, 
and to determine transition issues that they faced and whether or not these were in 
tandem with literature. 
In finding a suitable approach for the way in which I would interact with respondents 
and structure the gleaning of stories from them, I incorporated the work of Yosso 
(2005) into my theoretical framework as this would allow me to approach my 
respondents as well as my approach in gathering field texts from respondents from a 
‘strengths’ rather than ‘deficit’ point of view. Congruent with other authors (Jayakumar, 
Vue & Allen, 2013; Liou, Gonzalez & Cooper, 2009), I found the work of Yosso (2005) 
relevant in researching students in transition in order to understand the strengths that 
they bring with them to higher education. 
Given that identity is a contested term, my literature review in this area sought an 
appropriate definition for my study. I departed  from a psychological approach to 
identity and favoured an educational approach in line with the socio-cultural turn in 
human and social sciences. I aligned with the interpretation and definition of Sfard and 
Prusak (2005) who view identity as a simultaneously cultural, historical, social and 
personal construction. They defined identity as the collections of stories that people 
tell, reflect and represent, are their identities. 
The various authors consulted on narrative inquiry served to provide me with a 
scholarly  understanding of the field I had entered with my study and gain deep insights 
into the process that I would need to follow in terms of field text set collection and 




This chapter provided an overview of local and international literature covering student 
transition.  It moved to a discussion of moving away from the perception that students 
arrive at higher education institutions with deficits, and argued for the need to move to 
a view of students who bring particular strengths with them on entering.  The chapter 
presented numerous definitions of identity, and then related that the definition of 
identity for this study was that students reveal their identities through the stories that 
they tell – identity is revealed by stories told by individuals and groups.  This definition 
of identity, as used in the study, was then used as a foundation to share with the reader 
that the notion of identity as stories, or narratives, is not new, but rather a viable and 
useful definition for use in the context of South African identity research on students 
in transition.  An explanation was provided for the burgeoning number of narrative 
research studies emerging in local research.   





CHAPTER 3 – RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 
 Introduction 
This chapter is characterised by several subsections which provide a clear overview 
of the research design and methodology employed for this study. This study employed 
the use of a qualitative research paradigm and a complementary methods research 
design type to answer my research question: “What do first-year students’ transition 
narratives reveal about their emerging student identities?” 
As this study was investigating student identify formation, and with the background 
given in Chapter Two, the research methodology selected for the study fitted well in 
the qualitative domain.  The chapter explains and explores the various aspects of the 
research approach and methodology that I employed in the execution of the study. 
 Researcher role 
My position as researcher was woven into Chapter 1. In addition, I can add that I was 
an employee at MSA for 18 years from October 2001 to October 2019.   I was initially 
hired to conceptualise, develop, and implement a Foundation Programme at this 
campus.  Over a period of thirteen years, I developed and enhanced this programme 
with an able team. In addition, I developed, taught, and co-ordinated a module in this 
programme. The foundation programme grew from an initial intake of 45 students to 
an intake of around 900 students annually by 2014.   
In 2014, I was promoted to the position of Director: Strategic Projects, in the same 
institution and reported to the Academic President.  During my time in this position the 
academic development initiatives of the successful foundation programme were 




development initiatives were introduced.  Academic policy and procedure 
development, along with an academic development agenda, were also key initiatives 
that I drove in the faculties and the foundation programme. 
In 2017, my position grew from the above, in that I was asked to form an Academic 
Innovation Centre – a hub to conceptualise, promote, support, and disseminate 
academic transformation for staff and students.  In August of 2018, my position grew 
to Director: Academic Development and Student Affairs, whilst still driving the 
academic innovation project on campus. 
As I was not involved in teaching or assessing any students on campus in any way, 
this study allowed me to pursue my research interests as outlined in Chapter 1, 
minimising ethical boundaries with my respondents.  I was solely responsible for all 
aspects of this study under the guidance of my PhD Supervisors and Co-Supervisor. 
 Research paradigm and design type 
A qualitative research paradigm was utilised in this study. Qualitative research is used 
as an approach to understand and explore the meanings that humans assign to a 
social or human challenge (Cresswell, 2014:4).  
Denzin and Lincoln (2005:2) provide the following description of qualitative research: 
Qualitative research is multimethod in focus, involving an interpretive, 
naturalistic approach to its subject matter…qualitative researchers study things 
in their natural settings attempting to make sense of, or interpret, phenomena 
in terms of the meanings people bring to them.  Qualitative research involves 




describe routine and problematic moments and meaning in individuals’ lives 
(Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). 
This description aligns with the purpose of this research, in that I was attempting to 
understand my respondents rather than attempting to predict or control them in any 
way.  I was attempting to understand and pen their stories to understand how they 
made sense of their first-year experiences. 
Denzin and Lincoln (2013:24) caution qualitative researchers who mistakenly think 
that it is possible to accurately record their own observations, while revealing the life 
experiences of research respondents. Their caution is located in the fact that 
postculturalists and postmodernists claim that there is no clear view into the inner life 
of the individual.  This is because from this perspective, any window into the inner life 
of another individual is seen through blurred lenses as a result of the hazy sociocultural 
world which the individual inhabits.   The authors cite language, gender, social class, 
race, and ethnicity (Denzin & Lincoln, 2013:24) as examples of how diverse research 
respondents can be.  Other examples could include financial position, family relations, 
friendships, self-concept, and research participant world view. As researcher, I kept 
these aspects of the diversity of my respondents in mind, and projected a strong 
awareness of their diversity with humility. 
Denzin and Lincoln (2013:27) advise that a research design provides a strategy of 
inquiry which informs, links to, and anchors the theoretical paradigm.  The research 
design will place the researcher into the ‘empirical world’ (Denzin & Lincoln, 2013:29), 
linking him or her to sites of inquiry, individuals and groups, institutions, and other 




I was cogniscant of the importance of constructive-interpretivist research, in that it 
recognises the subjective, experiential lifeworld of human beings.  It is this lifeworld of 
the research respondents - in this case, first-year higher education students, who 
make up the investigative field itself (Burns, 2000:22). 
In this study, student respondents were recruited to share their first-year experiences 
of how they navigated their first year of study in a higher education institution.  This 
was done to gain an understanding of their experiences of developing their identities 
as students during their first year. Interpretive research is concerned with meaning, 
and strives to understand individuals’ definitions and understandings of situations. I 
was aware that each respondent would have their own unique story to tell in their own 
way.  Interpretive research strives to “produce descriptive analyses that emphasise 
deep, interpretive understanding of social phenomena” (Henning, Van Rensburg and 
Smit, 2004:21). 
Denzin and Lincoln (2013:26) explain that all qualitative researchers are philosophers 
who are guided by combined beliefs.  These beliefs encompass how the researcher 
views the world, and how he or she performs in it. Denzin and Lincoln (2013:27) 
identified four major interpretive paradigms.  These paradigms are positivist and 
postpositivist, constructive-interpretivist, critical, and feminist post-structural.  This 
study was situated in a constructive-interpretivist paradigm through my ontological, 
epistemological, and methodological beliefs which are summed up below.   
It was necessary for me to have an ontological understanding of the students who 
were respondents in my research.  Burns (2000:11) is cogniscant of the importance of 
interpretive research, in that he recognises the subjective, experiential lifeworld of 




beings and what multiple realities they held or embodied.  Conversely, I also hold my 
own set of beliefs and multiple realities of life.  It was my intention to meet my 
respondents in this uncertain, but creative space, and embrace the multiple and 
individual realities they held.     
As researcher, I was attempting to learn about interpretation and develop personal 
meaning of the facts – not merely the facts themselves (Loh, 2013; Polkinghorne, 
2007; Riessman, 2008). As an individual, and having an understanding of the 
complexity of my own life and how I interact with others and the world, I knew that my 
respondents would see themselves in their own particular ways, and would feel the 
need to project themselves such that I and others saw them in a certain way.  Learning 
about their mental and emotional responses to their realities would be “the best 
evidence available to researchers about the realm of people’s experience” 
(Polkinghorne, 2007:429).  Furthermore, I knew that my task would not be to ascertain 
the truthfulness of what respondents told me, but rather the personal meanings and 
significance of what they revealed. 
In terms of epistemological beliefs, I had prior knowledge that I would develop a 
relationship with my respondents.  I embraced this relationship in a positive light, whilst 
ensuring care was taken to bracket and explain to them that I was learning in the 
process with them so that understandings would be created with them.  As I shared 
my own experiences of commencing higher education with respondents, and what I 
was aiming for in my study, I found that they became more responsive, their level of 
comfort as respondents in my research was heightened, and a relaxed rapport 
between us grew.  I was able to approach the study with personal knowledge of the 




this kind with my respondents positioned me in the role of ‘insider’ (Berger, 2015:222-
223).  Although there was a vast age gap between me and my respondents, I too had 
experienced a first year of study in higher education – from this standpoint I could be 
viewed as an ‘insider’.  However, I remained carefully aware of the difference between 
myself and my respondents in terms of culture and power. 
It is important to make a short interjection here, to clarify the use of the term ‘field text’ 
as the appropriate term to use as opposed to ‘data’ for my study using narrative inquiry.  
The term ‘data’ suggests an objective representation of information, whereas the term 
‘field text’ allows interpretation, as I was narrating the stories of others. At the same 
time, field texts can also say much about what is not said and not noticed, in that the 
field text is shaped by the selective interest or disinterest of the researcher or the 
student (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000:93-94). 
From a methodological belief point of view, I knew that I wanted to better understand 
what the respondents knew of the world and how they gained knowledge of it.  Through 
various methods of gathering field texts, I was able to gain this knowledge.  Knowledge 
was gathered about the everyday lives and world of first-year students, as told by 
them.  
The research design or approach in this study employed a complementary approach, 
using narrative and thematic methods of analysis.  Initially, I had decided to pursue a 
narrative inquiry using only narrative interviews. However, after completing the 
collection of the first field texts, I made the decision to use multiple, interrelated 
methods to better understand the experiences of respondents (Denzin & Lincoln, 
2013:24). Riessman (2008:6) argues  that long segments of talk and extended 




narratives of the self. After creating the rich, narrative portraits of the seven 
respondents, I moved to employ a thematic analysis across respondents and field text 
sets -  to avoid repetititon, this is explained in more detail in 3.5.  
The first phase of this study was located within the field of narrative inquiry. Leading 
authors in narrative research (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Gubrium & Holstein, 
2009; Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach & Zilber, 1998; Polkinghorne, 1988; Riessman, 2008) 
situate narrative research within the constructivist paradigm - congruency with 
leading authors in the field allowed me to follow suit in my narrative analysis. 
 As leading researchers in narrative inquiry, Clandinin and Connelly (2000:17) explain 
that narrative is, in their view, the best means to represent and understand experience. 
They claim that experience is what they study, and they study it narratively because 
narrative is a key form of experience and a key way of writing and thinking about it.  
They relate narrative to both the phenomenon and method of the social sciences. 
Clandinin (2007:6) referred to examinations of research studies (Clandinin, Davies, 
Hogan, & Kenard, 1993; Josselson, Lieblich & McAdams, 2003; Witherell & Noddings, 
1991) where researchers provided an effective motivation for, and defence of narrative 
as method or phenomenon for study against a backdrop of a history of narrative. I 
made the decision in this study to use narrative as both the phenomenon and method 
after investigating the work of Clandinin and Connelly (2000), Czarniawska (2004) and 
Polkinghorne (1988, 2007) who all used narrative as both phenomenon and method 
in different disciplines.  
The push toward using narrative as a method in research comes from modern 
preoccupations with identity (Riessman, 2008:7).  Identity is no longer seen as given 




to be known as it “excavates and reassesses memories that may have been 
fragmented, chaotic, unbearable, and/or scarcely visible before narrating them” 
(Riessman, 2008:8). 
In this study, the experiences and transition narratives of individual commencing 
students over their first year of study were explored.  No two research respondents 
had exactly the same experiences, or even experienced the same events in the same 
ways. Each respondent was a multicultural subject (Denzin & Lincoln, 2013:27), 
resulting in each one of them experiencing life very differently, according to the 
cultures and environment that they were raised in.  
Because narrative is a self-revealing act, the respondents and their abilities to 
communicate their own stories were both a strength and a weakness during the field 
text collection phase.  The respondents were not always able to fully explain their 
experiences, actions, or intentions.  However, they could tell stories about what they 
had experienced, and why they had experienced these things in a certain way (Denzin 
& Lincoln, 2013:24).  This in turn motivated me to use multiple, interrelated methods 
of field text collection to gain a more rounded view, and to better understand the 
experiences of the research respondents.   
Clandinin found that narrative researchers situated themselves and their methods  in 
the accounts they provided of their work historically (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000: 4 – 
5; 2007:6).  In this analysis, four common ‘turns’ emerged which narrative researchers 





A change in the relationship between the person conducting the research and the 
person participating as the subject (the relationship between the researcher and the 
participant). 
The respondents and I were in a relationship with each other within my study and both 
parties would learn and change in the encounter. 
A move from the use of numbers toward the use of words as data. 
As researcher, I knew that by using numerical data the nuances of experience and 
relationship would be lost (Clandinin & Connelly, 2007:15).  The value of numbers as 
data becomes more questionable when revealing deep understandings of human 
interaction.  Plotlines, character, setting, and action hold meaning together in more 
complex, relational, and nuanced ways than flowcharts and number tables (Bal, 
1997:8). 
A change from a focus on the general and universal toward the local and specific. 
I was able to focus primarily on the particular and individual stories and identities of 
each respondent. This focus allowed me to highlight the respondents’ understandings 
of the value of an experience, in a particular setting, involving particular people 
(Clandinin & Connelly, 2007:21).   
A widening in acceptance of alternative epistemologies or ways of knowing. 
The turn for me, as a narrative inquirer, to multiple ways of knowing in this study, was 
a turn towards establishing the truthfulness of findings through authenticity, 
resonance, or trustworthiness, rather than traditional views of validity and reliability 




By gaining individual accounts of respondents’ first-year higher education 
experiences, this study generates knowledge that will become the basis for other 
researchers’ work. 
The various field text sets of each individual respondent were assembled and crafted 
together to create a full, rich picture of each individual as a narrative portrait, as 
narrative inquiry is grounded in the study of the particular (Riessman, 2008:11). I 
strove to answer the questions that narrative inquiry asks: “What do we imagine that 
we can learn of our phenomenon by engaging in narrative that will be special or 
unique? What does narrative inquiry help us learn of our phenomenon that other 
methods do not?”   
Riessman (2013) stated that few narrative scholars properly consider and clearly 
indicate the narrative genre that they employ in their studies.  This means that they tell 
stories without being aware of the type of story they are telling, and how that should 
influence the way it is told.  I investigated and chose a specific narrative genre for the 
individual narrative portratits.  This clarity of genre assisted me in deciding what kind 
of narrative field text sets I needed to collect, and guided me in the direction of my field 
text collecting and writing (Kim, 2016:120). As part of my research design, I needed to 
decide how I was going to represent my respondents’ stories. Narrative inquiry genres 
are broadly described as being “autobiographical” which refers to telling our own 
stories, “biographical” which refers to telling other’s stories or “arts-based” which 
integrates the arts into our inquiries (Kim, 2016:118). I decided that the stories of the 
seven research respondents would be their biographical accounts of first-year 
experience using the biographical and arts-based genres. This was because I wanted 




based genres, because they depicted  their first-year experiences through drawings. I 
wanted to ensure that their voices would be heard. Although I had bracketed my own 
experiences as well as I was able to, I strove to ensure that my voice did not 
contaminate their stories. 
The work of Kim (2016) and Denzin (1989) assisted in helping me to structure my 
foundational thinking for my narrative portraits. Kim (2016) explains that biographical 
narrative inquiry tells personal stories about others, and respects and values what they 
say. Denzin (1989) elucidates that it explores lived experiences and perspectives of 
people’s daily lives and covers their past, present, and future and focuses on how they 
make sense of the stories that they tell (Denzin, 1989). Personal narratives strive to 
place people and their humanity at the core of social and human research (Kim, 
2016:126). 
Riessman (1993) explains that “(t)he social construction of subjectivity in relation to 
dominant discourses, and its potential for reflexive openness, makes narrative 
analysis a specific discourse methodology capable of critically contributing to the 
interplay between personal and social change”.  To this end, I would analyse the field 
text sets narratively for the narrative portraits (Part 1 analysis) but would also use 
thematic analysis (Part 2 analysis) to draw up themes across all respondents.  
Part 2 of my analysis involved using the field text set collections I had used in the 
narrative analysis, which I was very familiar with, to find common themes across 
respondents through the thematic analysis framework of Braun and Clarke (2006). 
Being familiar with the field text sets, I generated initial codes, searched for themes, 
reviewed the themes, and defined and named the themes in order to produce the 




 Research Methods 
3.4.1 Sampling 
Although narrative stories and thematic analyses already guarantee variety in results, 
I wanted to ensure some form of representivity among my respondents. This was to 
further increase the variety of perspectives and stories, and in so-doing to further 
enrich the study results.  I employed purposeful sampling to select the respondents by 
selecting the respondents intentionally so that the central phenomenon could be better 
understood (Cresswell, 2002:194). With purposeful sampling, researchers handpick 
the cases to be included in the sample in terms of their typicality (Cohen, Manion & 
Morrisen, 2000:103).  In doing this, I was afforded the opportunity to build up a first-
year student sample which suited my needs. I was seeking varied stories of first-year 
journeys and experiences from my respondents. I created a  matrix of criteria to 
increase the range of student types I would select, to gain a variety of unique 
perspectives on the experience of coming to university for the narrative portraits that I 
would draw up.  For example, I ensured a spread of demographics, such as the 
inclusion of local and international students, gender differences, variety in discipline of 
study, and race as metrics in the sampling process. I was not trying to create a 
representative sample of the  wider student population, but rather to increase the 
number of perspectives I would include in my study (Cohen, Manion & Morrisen, 
2000:103).  
My unit of analysis was each respondent’s narration of first-year experience through 
interviews, pictures or photographs, drawings, conversations whilst drawing, focus 




 Process used to select research respondents  
To recruit respondents for my study, I sent out an email invitation to participate to 
targeted lecturers across the faculties and the foundation programme to invite students 
who had commenced their first year of higher education study, to participate in 
narrative interviews on campus.  This took place in the first months of 2016. I initially 
envisioned interviewing around twenty students using only narrative interviews. 
However, I only received six responses from students expressing their interest and 
availability to be respondents in my study.  In the following weeks, I narratively 
interviewed these students. After interviewing them, I enlisted their assistance to help 
me to identify and recommend more possible students to interview.  I went through the 
same exercise with lecturers, asking them to help me recruit students who had recently 
commenced higher education study - I employed the ‘snowball’ method of sampling to 
make up the number of respondents I needed at the time.  
In the end I interviewed fifteen students over a period of about six months.  The 
students had all either commenced their studies at the start of 2016  or during the mid-
year intake of that same year. At the time of the interviews, each respondent had been 
enrolled as a first-year student for approximately 4 – 6 months. 
In Table 1 below the initial sampling with respondents with programme of study, 
nationality, race, and gender, is presented. 




Registered programme Nationality Race Gender 
IR1 Foundation Programme ( IT) Zambian B F 




IR3 Foundation Programme (Business) Korean A M 
IR4 Foundation Programme (Social 
Sciences) 
South African B F 
IR5 Bachelor of Social Sciences South African W F 
IR6 Bachelor of Social Sciences Zimbabwean B M 
IR7 Bachelor of Social Sciences South African B F 
IR8 Bachelor of Business Science South African W M 
IR9 Bachelor of Business Science South African W F 
IR10 Bachelor of Social Sciences South African W M 




IR12 Bachelor of Public Health Liberian W F 
IR13 Bachelor of Social Sciences South African 
/ French 
W F 
IR14 Bachelor of Social Sciences Norwegian W F 
IR15 Bachelor of Business Science South African B M 
 
The original sample included four respondents from the foundation programme and 
eleven from the various faculties. Two respondents in the foundation programme were 
enrolled in the business stream, one was enrolled in the information technology stream 
and one was enrolled in the social sciences stream.  Of those respondents in 
mainstream undergraduate degrees, seven were enrolled for the Bachelor of Social 
Sciences, three were enrolled in the Bachelor of Business Sciences and one was 
enrolled in the Bachelor of Public Health. Seven respondents were South African, and 
eight students were International.  In terms of demographics, self-identified race (as is 
used in post-apartheid South African legislation)  was used to describe the 




classification, and I do not agree with the principle of dividing people  according to 
race.  However, because of South Africa’s history, and the entrenched social patterns 
in the country, I have used the common classification here to give some indication of 
racial diversity present amongst the respondents.  The sample included two black 
males, five black females, one asian male, two white males and five white females. 
It is to be noted that although the sample contained both Foundation Year and first-
year undergraduate students, it never became apparent in any field-text set that their 
identities were impacted differently because they were in different programmes. The 
site of research in question had completed extensive work over the years to ensure 
that Foundation Programme students were regarded in the same way as first-year 
undergraduate students were.   
Josselson, Lieblich and McAdams (2003) posit that saturation never occurs when 
telling personal stories, as each respondent has something unique to add to the study.  
I noticed this with the narrative interview texts I had collected, and started to feel that 
I needed to rather collect more focused and richer texts with a smaller group of 
respondents, to gain deeper accounts of their lived experiences of their first year of 
higher education studies. Furthermore, I realised as researcher, that narrative 
interviews on their own, were not giving the full, in-depth understanding of the 
respondents’ experiences of first year that I would have liked. Their experiences of 
their first year in higher education were multi-dimensional.  Using only narrative 
interviews as a field text set collection method would limit the elicitation of information, 
as interviews only allow the collection of texts of spoken language.   
With my interviews completed, I invited all fifteen interviewed respondents to be a part 




completed their first year of study and would be able to reflect on the journeys of their 
first-year experiences.  
I reached out to the fifteen respondents with whom I had conducted narrative 
interviews with via email. After two follow-up emails to all of them, I managed to recruit 
seven out of the original fifteen respondents to continue as respondents in my study.  
I was not concerned about this smaller sample, as seven respondents would be 
sufficient to gain rich inderstandings of their experiences. I therefore continued with 
further field text collection with the seven students, excited at the prospect of gaining 
a better understanding of them and their first-year experiences. 
For the second phase of field text set collection with respondents, I chose a quiet 
teaching venue, and invited students to spend a full day with me in order to collect and 
capture the remaining field texts needed for my study.  I chose a day after the mid-
year examinations were complete so that all respondents could be available. 
The second phase of the field text set collection with the seven respondents involved 
presentations of photographs or pictures that respondents brought with them, that 
reminded them of their first-year experiences. It also included audio recording their 
conversations whilst they drew a journey of their first-year experience, and using their 
transcribed narratives to explain their drawings of first-year experience. Lastly, a 
reflective focus group discussion and individual reflective written pieces were 
transcribed.  
Table 2 below shows the respondent codes and pseudonyms for the seven 
respondents who continued to walk the path with me and participate further in my 





Table 2 - Respondents and pseudonyms for those who continued the research 




Pseudonym Nationality Race Gender 
IR1 Kondwani Zambian B F 
IR4 Kholwa South African B F 
IR8 Michael South African W M 
IR9 Tammy South African W F 
IR10 John South African W M 




IR12 Kumba Liberian W F 
 
 Field text set collection methods 
My field text set collection methods included narrative interviews, respondent 
generated photography, respondent transcriptions of their conversations whilst 
drawing, respondent drawings of first-year experience, respondent presentations of 
their drawings in a focus group, respondents’ personal verbal and written reflections, 
and respondents’ academic transcripts. 




Table 3 - Field text set collection methods used in this study 
Method of 
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The following subsections outline how I collected the field text sets and how I would 
use each of them for analysis.  
3.4.3.1 Narrative Interviews 
Narrative interviews with open-ended questions were the first field text collection 
method employed.  This allowed respondents the opportunity to narrate rich texts of 
their experiences of how they came to understand what it means to be a student in 
higher education. The interviews were audio-taped and then transcribed for analysis.  
I made use of an explanatory statement. Students signed their consent (Appendix B) 
to participate in the interviews.  At this stage, each of my respondents were in their 
approximate fourth month of study of their first year. They had either commenced their 
first year in the month of February or July of 2016. An interview protocol (Appendix C) 
was employed to structure the interviews and to guide me as a researcher for each 
interview.  Main questions included in the interview protocol included: 
 
- Tell me about your experiences at Monash South Africa up until now. 




- Tell me about how you are arriving at an understanding of what it means to be a 
student in higher education. 
- What personal strengths do you think you have brought with you as a student to 
MSA to ensure your success? 
- Do you feel that you have any challenges that may have hindered your success 
as a student? 
- How are you managing the change from high school to higher education? 
 
In investigating narrative as a method of understanding student identity formation, the 
work of Bruner (1990) is particularly relevant. Bruner (1990:115) acknowledges that 
people narrativise their experiences of the world in order to make meaning of their 
personal lives.  He uses the work of Mishler (in Bruner, 1990:115) to illustrate that in 
research, social scientists need to move away from interviews aiming at expecting 
respondents to answer in categorical forms needed in formal exchanges rather than 
in the narratives of natural conversation.  If we do not do this, we are in danger of our 
interviews becoming artificialised through our interview methods. As far as possible, I 
kept the interviews open-ended, and encouraged respondents to tell their personal 
stories, allowing authentic narratives to come to the fore rather than artificial and 
superficial accounts. 
 
To avoid falling into the trap of expecting respondents to answer in categorical forms, 
I concentrated on making each respondent feel comfortable with a very informal style 
of conversation.  I used particular prompts in my interview protocol to glean rich, 




question: “Tell me about your experiences at Monash South Africa up until now”. I 
made use of clarifying probes such as: 
 
Can you focus on a specific experience? 
Which experiences were meaningful and why? 
Can you think of any less pleasant/more pleasant experiences? 
Tell me more about … 
I also made use of elaborating probes to explore their narratives in more depth such 
as: 
“Tell me more” 
“Could you explain your response more?” 
“I need more detail” 
“Why?” 
“How? - how did you feel about that”? 
“Further examples…” 
I also allowed for respondent reflection by using prompts such as: 
reminding the respondent what he/she said and then asking questions such as “So 
you felt that…?” or “…so what happened then?” 
 
As an example, below are the prompts and probes that were used in my narrative 
interview with Interview Respondent 4 (IR4): 
 
I would like to hear your stories of experiences. So tell me some of the stories about 
things that have happened in the last couple of months.  
Okay, and if you reflect on the past weeks and starting at the end of July, can you talk 
a little bit about your feelings?  




Can you give me an example of the time where you have felt I truly understand what 
it means to be a student? So, it could be a story where something happened or 
something in your experience?  
Okay, and were there any other…uhm, examples?  
Are there any other examples that you can think of where you thought so this is what 
it means to be a student? Are there any things that stick out in your mind?  
Okay and any more experiences?  
So, you’ve spoken about some of the academic things. You have said you know this 
is something you have noticed about your peers around you. Is there anything else 
that sticks out in your mind when you realised, so this is, you came to an 
understanding; this is what it means to be a student? 
Okay, so moving on and talking a little bit more about you now. Alright. What are your 
personal strengths? What strengths have you brought from everything else in your life 
to higher education? What strengths have you brought to Monash? 
Okay. Really interesting. Have you, do you think you have any challenges that maybe 
hinder you as a student?  
Are there some things that you find really difficult to deal with or work through at 
Monash?  
Okay is there anything else?  
You know if you think of the broad Monash you gave an example of in class now. Are 
there any challenges that you have outside of the class? Something that you may 
experience as difficult?  
Okay...  
So making the change from school to university, you spoke a little bit about that just 
now. There are things that you expect of Monash and there some things that Monash 
expects of you. So coming in you said; “I came in just to find out and they said you 




expectations? What did you expect? This is a university that I’m coming into. So what 
sort of things did you expect to come your way? 
Okay…  
So, I’m picking up it’s been quite positive. So we’ve talked now about what you’ve 
expected and you made some comparisons with friends who maybe expected things 
but perhaps didn’t get what they want. What do you think Monash expects of you? 
What does Monash expect of a first-year student?  
Okay. I’ve come to the end of my questions but is there anything that you feel you wish 
you had had a chance to talk about or something that you maybe wanted to touch on? 
Earlier in the interview I said we spoke about strengths or weaknesses and you said 
maybe we can come back to that. Is there anything we’ve left out that you would like 
to perhaps comment on? 
 
Drawing on the work of Somekh and Lewin (2011:160) my approach to the analysis of 
the student interviews was to examine how various contexts influence how the stories 
of experience in first-year higher education were told by the respondents. Further, I 
had to be mindful of how the structure of each of their narratives related to the contexts 
of the telling of these stories.  
Although the theme of my investigation was not particularly sensitive, I was aware of the 
possibility of students making stories up, or including fabrications in their accounts.  In 
the analysis of the narrative interviews I was therefore cogniscant of the work by 
Porter, Yuille, and Lehman (1999), who found that respondents’ details of the 
reported real events were more coherent than fabricated events, and that they were 
more willing to admit the lack of memory. Sporer’s (1997) study of the verbal cues in 
deception detection revealed that self-experienced stories “showed more signs of 
contextual embedding and more superfluous details than invented accounts” (p. 382). 




true accounts; true accounts have both schematic and episodic details, whereas 
fabricated tend to contain mainly schematic details. From these studies, it is then 
clear that the “truth” is in the details - as a narrative researcher, I needed to seek the 
specific details in the narrative interviews.  What was true or fabricated was not as 
important as it would be to tell respondents’ stories as they saw them.  What I 
observed throughout the interviews and the rest of my field text set collections was 
that students were quite authentic and what they narrated rang true.  However, I felt 
that they were quite specific and careful about what they shared with me in contrast 
with the open conversations they had with their peers when they had the chance to 
converse with each other in a group setting. Because these two different sources were 
both included as field texts, I was able to gain access to their more guarded worlds 
by being allowed to access their peer-to-peer conversations too. 
 
As a narrative researcher, narrative analysis and interpretation was a meaning-finding 
act through which I was attempting to elicit implications for a better understanding of 
my respondents’ first-year higher education experiences. Although I asked the same 
open-ended questions in the same way to different students, I was aware that what I 
had were already interpretive and contextualised texts (p.94).  Clandinin and Connelly 
(2000) explain the interpretive facet as being shaped by the interpretive processes of 
researcher and ‘student’ and their relationship, and the contextualised facet due to the 
circumstances of the interview’s origins and setting. 
Once I had conducted and audio-recorded all the interviews, I followed the example 
by Gill (2005) who used the following schema:  




1. Re-read the texts to gain an understanding of the student’s adaptation to higher 
education over time and in view of their narrated experiences. 
2. Rewrite the transcripts into a draft narrative sketch – a shorter, more accessible 
text showing the main threads of the respondent experiences and highlight issues 
relevant to the research questions. 
3. Interpret, edit, and finalise the texts.  
 
The aim of narrative interviewing is to glean detailed accounts instead of short answers 
and general statements (Riessman, 2008:23).  As researcher, I had to keep in mind 
that narratives come in many shapes and forms and would differ between “brief, tightly 
bounded stories told in answer to a single question to long narratives that build over 
the course of several interviews and traverse temporal and geographical space” 
(Riessman, 2008:23). I used the interviews and the subsequent field text sets that 
would help build up a richer, fuller picture of how my respondents were developing a 
student identity. 
As I wanted to ensure that the interviews were more of a conversation rather than a 
formal interview, I employed the basic rules of everyday conversation: turn-taking, 
relevance, and allowing the respondent longer times to talk, as generating narrative 
requires longer turns at talk than everyday conversation (Riessman, 2008:24).   
In the examination of the interviews conducted in this study, empirical evidence of how 
stories are shaped for their contextual, situated telling were found.  This is evidence 
that narrative form is moulded by the social context in which the individual is immersed, 
and that narrativity as a discursive mode is central to the social and institutional world 




3.4.3.2 Images – respondent generated photo elicitation 
My interest in using visual images for this study, emanated from the knowledge that I 
had not yet fully understood how my respondents had experienced their first year of 
study.  The interviews with my respondents had taken place approximately four 
months into their first year. I understood the need to glean further narratives of 
experience from them at the end of their first year as further layers to enrich what I 
had already learned from each of them.   
The visual and the sensory are also worthy of investigation but cannot always be 
communicated easily by verbal means (Eisner, 2008).  I strove to push beyond the 
non-lingusitic dimensions in research and expand my investigation by using visual and 
arts-based methods as these offer other expressive possibilities that allow us access 
to different levels of experience (Bagnoli, 2009:547-548). By creatively mixing 
methods,  ‘out-of-the-box’ thinking came to the fore, which allowed new ways of cross-
examining and understanding social experiences and lived realities (Mason, 2006:9-
10).  Adding and mixing methods of collecting field texts offered me the potential to 
enhance capacity for social explanation by the respondents. 
Visual and arts-based narratives provided me with a more in-depth understanding of 
what my respondents were experiencing so that I could gain a deeper insight into their 
first-year lives. Most studies in narrative employ interviews as the sole investigative 
method. In this study, I broadened the methodological base in understanding 
commencing students’ experiences in higher education by making use of photographs 
(and in the next sections of this chapter, student drawings, focus group presentations 





Through reviewing relevant literature, the emergence of graphic elicitation as a rich 
instrument to supplement interviews to uncover experiences that are not understood 
became clear (Bagnoli, 2009; Copeland & Agosto, 2012; Crilly, Clarkson & Blackwell, 
2006; Rodriguez & Kerrigan, 2016). Photographs have, for example, been productively 
used as a way of evoking memories of an experience (Rose, 2012:307). In my study, 
bringing their own photographs or pictures assisted respondents in reflecting on their 
first year of higher education. In addition, they assist in investigating daily taken-for-
granted thoughts, experiences, and routines of the respondent (Rose, 2012:306).  
Guillemin and Drew (2010:177) explain that respondent-generated photo-elicitation 
opens up the intricacies of the phenomenon being investigated.   
Photo-elicitation has shown itself to have several strengths, as found in a research 
study by Rose (2012): 
- As photographs contain much information, it allows an opportunity for respondents 
to describe and expand on experiences, thus giving richer insights than written 
texts (transcribed interviews) could provide. 
- Photographs brought by respondents offer an opportunity for respondents to reflect 
on their everyday lives allowing them to convey thoughts and emotions that are 
most often implicit. 
- They empower respondents by placing them at the centre of the research process. 
- The activity of meaning-making through photographs enhances collaboration 
between the researcher and the respondents. 
Reading and responding to an image closely with attention to detail is crucial to visual 
narrative analysis (Riessman, 2008:144).  In a similar vein, Gauntlett and Holzwarth 




is the commencing point for “developing thoughts about personal experience and 
identity, which are ultimately communicated to the researcher” which was my aim. 
They expand on this by explaining that visual methods allow for the exploration of how 
people think about, understand, and reflect on their identities (Gauntlett & Holzwarth, 
2006:85).  The use of visual methods in a research project, embraces creativity and 
reflexivity on the part of the respondent as well as the researcher – they do not impose 
a pre-defined hypothesis for a project.  Instead, they offer an opportunity for both 
respondent and researcher to convey their own thoughts, meanings, and 
understandings (Gauntett & Holzwarth, 2006: 85). 
In this study, the respondent-generated photography is referred to as respondent-
generated photo-elicitation. It is important to note the term ‘photo-elicitation’ is also 
referred to interchangeably in the literature as ‘photovoice’, ‘photo-novellas’ and ‘visual 
narratives’ (Guillemin & Drew, 2010:176). In the review of literature, respondent-
generated photography most often involves respondents being given a camera and 
being tasked with taking pictures of their experiences or things that are important to 
them in a particular context (Guillemin & Drew, 2010:176). However, in this study, each 
of the respondents were asked to bring an already-taken photograph or picture to a 
group session which they felt best captured their experience of their first year at MSA.  
The pictures brought by respondents could take the form of a photograph, a 
photograph downloaded from the internet onto their phone, or a picture from a 
magazine. This differs substantially from the traditional method of eliciting respondent-
generated photography, but allows students to select the image themselves, thus 
giving the respondents power and control to bring a photograph or picture that they 
were comfortable with. It allowed them to use it as a vehicle and a metaphor to explain 




my field text collection plan of using visual texts for an opening activity as a field text 
set collection point. Students had approximately a week and a half’s written notice to 
choose their photograph and bring it into the activity session and think about what they 
wanted to say.  I wanted respondents to bring something that in retrospect reflected 
something important or poignant from their experiences during the year. Selecting a 
picture with this in mind, ensured that each respondent had utilised time and effort in 
advance to do some reflection of their first year in higher education, and as a result, 
they arrived on the day with some thoughts and positionings of self, regarding their 
experiences already.  The conversations with respondents as to why they chose 
particular photographs, immediately opened an easy and reciprocal dialogue between 
respondents and me – it was an excellent opening activity with respondents who 
reacted well to this request, providing very different photographs or images with widely 
varying reasons for their selections.     
As a narrative researcher, I had approached this section of the narrative investigation 
with Kim’s (2016:222) self-coined notion of ‘flirtation’ – where researchers should 
“capitalise on their imagination and creativity to adapt, modify, and deepen existing 
analysis methods to address our narrative research design and process”. In asking 
them to bring already-taken photographs or pictures which they would use as an 
opening activity for talk, I had used my imagination and creativity to deepen existing 
analysis methods in the broader field of narrative research. 
I chose to analyse the photographs that respondents brought with them, in conjunction 
with all the other field text sets that I had gleaned from them (Rose, 2001:237).  I only  




a primary field text set. No visual analysis of the photographs took place. I only 
transcribed their talk into a field text set. 
After the initial first phase of field text collection through narrative interviews had taken 
place, the second phase of field text set collections took place, when all respondents 
had completed their first year as follows:  On the day of the second phase of the field 
texts collection, (respondents had now all completed their first year of study in higher 
education), I asked them to bring any photo or image that reminded them of their first- 
year experience.  They were also asked to share their thoughts about the picture with 
the other six respondents that they would spend the day with.   I assured them that I 
did not have any specific expectations of the visual resource they would bring, and 
encouraged them to choose to bring what they thought would be interesting, not to 
anticipate what I thought would be interesting. The activity was used as an ‘ice-
breaker’ and respondents got to know each other through informal introductions and 
sharing their thoughts on why the visual resource had reminded them of their first year. 
In doing this, they immediately discovered commonalities between themselves, and 
established common ground regarding their first-year experience.  This helped 
because as researcher I knew all the respondents, but they did not necessarily know 
each other. 
After respondents presented their photographs to me and the rest of the group, I asked 
them to email the photographs to me with a short-written piece stating why they had 
chosen their particular photograph. This was aligned with the work of Riessman (2008: 
145), who calls for the researcher in identity studies to draw links between an image 
and some kind of discourse, which may be a caption, written or spoken commentary, 




interpreting the images and were used in conjunction with their verbal inputs on the 
day. The narrative text fragments from their spoken and written texts (Riessman, 
2008:145) were transcribed and used as field texts. 
I introduced the activity session to the seven respondents and asked them: 
- to introduce themselves,  
- to share which course they were studying, and  
- to share why they brought their particular visual resource with them and why it 
reminded them of their first-year higher education experience.  
This opening activity allowed students to start performing their identities in the 
discussion of their photographs.  The descriptions by respondents are termed by 
Croghan, Griffin, Hunter and Phoenix (2008:347) as “forms of self-accounting” in that 
identity work is performed that focuses particularly on the photograph. 
Most respondents brought photos in which they could be identified as individuals.  In 
Chapter 5, these pictures or photgraphs were integrated into the portraits, but all 
identifying features on photographs were blocked out with blank squares to de-identify 
them.  What struck me about the photographs that respondents brought, was the fact 
that they represented “real, flesh and blood life” (Becker, 2002:11), and allowed me a 
small window of access into their personal lives when describing how the photographs 
or pictures reminded them of, or summed up their first-year higher education 
experience.  
 
In forming a narrative sketch which would be integrated later into a narrative portrait 
comprising all field text sets, I drew up Table 4, which I used as a tool for my analysis 




of John (IR10) has been copied and pasted into the respondent input column, in italics, 
as an example. As mentioned earlier in this section, this aligned with Riessman (2008: 
145), who calls for the researcher in identity studies to draw links between an image 
and some kind of discourse which may be a caption, written or spoken commentary, 
or letters.  
Table 4 - Items for analysis in respondent-genrated photography: John's (IR10) 











My name is (name, IR10), I am currently double majoring in 
Political and International Studies with a extended major in 
Political Studies. I am due to do the ‘Seeking Justice Programme’ 
in a few weeks’ time which will take me on an extensive tour 
through South Africa and Rwanda as part of my International 
Studies Programme.  I was born with a disability so fitting in was 
always, you know, a bit of a challenge, particularly in an 
education environment…  
Verbal sharing 
of why they 




the session and 
why it reminded 
them of their 
first-year 
experience 
Well, the picture I have here is of myself and Dr (name of lecturer) 
who heads the (name of) department.  This was taken last year 
at a academic conference we attended in the Western 
Cape…and you know, there’s a number of things that come to 
mind every time I look at this picture and I mean the first is that I 
was able to start off new and I was able to do what I wanted.  You 
know, I was…I’d  found my calling - I could do Politics and IT 
literally twenty-four-seven, three-sixty-five you know, where 
previously I had to do Maths and I had to do Science and all 
those, you know, stupid subjects I that I actually had no interest 
in (general laughter).  Second of all, like I mentioned, fitting in 
was a problem and I think here’s been the easiest transition for 
me so far and to round off I think that Dr (name of lecturer) made 
that transition a whole lot easier from an acceptance point of view 
as well.  So it’s sort of you know, those, three points coming 
together tied together into one. 
Written version 
of why they 




John did not submit a written version of why he chose to bring his 
particular photograph. I did remind him but he mentioned that he 




the session and 
why it reminded 




that they may 
have decided to 
share 
I was in (name of high school) next door, and they threw me out 
because I was disabled they had no time for any form of 
deformity, you know, so this plays a huge role in, sort of,  trying 
to find yourself, finding acceptance, finding people that will accept 
you… 
 
3.4.3.3 Student transcriptions of their conversations whilst drawing their 
pictures 
On the day that respondents drew their journeys of their experiences of their first year 
in higher education, I audio-taped both conversations of the two groups of respondents 
whilst drawing their pictures.  The students were allowed to group themselves, and 
they ended up naturally grouped in two groups on opposite ends of the venue – one 
group of three respondents and one group of four respondents.   The respondents 
took about one to one-and-a-half hours to complete their drawings. I was interested in 
the drawings themselves, the explanations of their drawings by the students, and the 
informal banter taking place during the drawing process.  In the writing up of the 
narrative portraits, as well as when employing the thematic analysis of the experiences 
of respondents, I incorporated these aspects into my analysis. 
Recording their conversations whilst drawing proved to be a rich field text.  The 
students were relaxed and engaged in natural conversation during which they opened 
up to each other. The transcriptions revealed thoughts, events, and emotions which I 






3.4.3.4 Student drawings of first-year experience 
Lived experience also takes place in visual and sensory dimensions which merit 
investigation, but cannot always be articulated in the form of language (Eisner, 2008).  
Ruth Leitch (2008) noted the growing interest in the combined use of narrative and 
drawing to understand the world of those being researched. The work of Guillemin and 
Drew (2010) unveiled the growth of literature in research which is dedicated to the 
analysis and interpretation of visual images, such as Banks (2001), Emmison and 
Smith (2000), Evans and Hall (1999), Mirzoeff (1999), Rose (2007), Sturken and 
Cartwright (2001), and Van Leeuwen and Jewitt (2001).  
Respondents were asked to draw ‘Rivers of Life’. I used the ‘‘river of life’’ as a 
metaphor for their journeys of their first-year experience. Using ‘Rivers of Life’  has 
been utilised in research as a participatory visual narrative method that facilitates the 
visual telling of stories of the past, present, and future (Fisher & White, 2001; Fullana, 
Pallisera & Montserrat, 2014; Moussa, 1994:183). Respondents were requested to 
use the metaphor of a river to reflect on their first-year experiences, encompassing 
both the positive aspects and the challenges along the way. I had read that this type 
of participatory visual narrative method was an engaging and fun activity for 
respondents, and felt that I would gain deeper, richer insights by using it as a method 
to gain better understandings of first-year experience from the respondents.  
 
I asked respondents to draw a river to represent the start of their journey at MSA (from 
first contact with MSA) up to where they had (at the time) finished their first year of 
study.  They were also asked to point out significant elements that had contributed to 
shaping their particular ‘river of life’ of their first-year experience at MSA.  A short 




the exercise, as I saw that they were initially struggling with the concept.  Through 
brainstorming what their first-year experience would look like when represented 
visually in a drawing on paper, the following points emerged from respondents through 
the group discussion before drawing commenced. I wrote these points down as we 
brainstormed together onto a whiteboard to assist in guiding them: 
- Key milestones on the ‘river’ journey 
- Were there other streams and rivers that helped to get you to different parts of 
the journey? 
- Were there times when it was rushing and flowing over the banks? 
- Were there any rapids? 
- Times where it moved peacefully and slowly? 
- Sudden turns? 
- Waterfalls? 
- Landslides into your river? Obstacles? 
- Times where it flowed purposefully and powerfully? 
- Maybe you divide the river into sections? Could label - give names to the sections 
- Who were the people who were relevant along the way? 
Although there are various interpretations of how visual texts can be analysed and 
interpreted (Guillemin, 2004; Rose, 2001; 2007; 2012), I relied on how each 
respondent shared his or her first-year experience story – “…you shouldn’t try to 
analyse each creative artefact because that is better done by the person who made it” 
(Gauntlett & Holzwarth, 2006:87). 
As researcher, I knew that I would need to rely on each respondent’s own 




I had an important role to play in the overall analysis, production, and articulation of 
the narrative portraits, and the thematic analysis that emanated from the study through 
each field text set. Giving the respondents space to create their own drawings of 
experience enhanced the trustworthiness of this study, as the respondents had power 
to create and contribute to the study – referred to as transactional validity (Schulze, 
2017:64). The respondents’ drawings gave them a voice, positioning them as expert 
authorities on their lives (Schulze, p.64). 
The drawings produced by individual respondents are integrated into the narrative 
portraits which appear in Chapter 5 – presentation of findings.  
3.4.3.5 Focus group sharing and reflecting on respondents’ journeys 
Once the drawings had been completed by all respondents, they sat in a semi-circle 
with me. Each respondent was given an opportunity to present their own ‘‘river of life’’ 
first-year experience story to the focus group. Each respondent stuck their A3 drawing 
on the wall and stood next to it, explaining their first-year story and referring to the 
drawing throughout sharing their story. Other respondents were invited to ask 
questions and seek clarity when and if necessary.  These presentations were tape- 
recorded and transcribed for analysis. When several listeners draw a story from 
multiple perspectives, they further increase the opportunity to uncover new and 
possibly unexpected learning (McDrury & Alteiro, 2003:34). The respondents listened 
to each other and illustrated and shared multiple realities of their experiences in the 
discussion.  I relied on the meaning-making that respondents attributed to what they 






3.4.3.6 Respondents’ personal reflections on sharing their experiences 
While seated together after presenting their individual stories of their first-year 
experience, I asked respondents if they had learned from the narrated experiences of 
the others. I audio-taped and transcribed these interactions. In addition, I asked the 
respondents the question: “What was the value for you in being part of this research 
project?” I asked them to submit this to me in an email as a reflective piece of writing.  
These reflective pieces of writing were copied verbatim from their email responses into 
this text set for analysis. Their reflections were integrated into the narrative portraits. 
3.5.3.7 Academic transcripts of respondents 
Closer to the end of my study, in 2019, I drew the official academic transcripts of the 
seven respondents from the MSA system to determine if they had met requirements 
for the conferring of their degrees, or to see how they had progressed academically to 
date. Using this text set allowed a final layer for my analysis which I included in my 
narrative portraits. 
 Field text set analysis 
In this study, I used two distinct but complementary analytic methods – narrative 
analysis and thematic analysis. The use of these two methods for analysis supported 
and enriched my understandings of my seven complex field text sets. Thematic and 
narrative analysis have been successfully combined in other qualitative studies 
(Phoenix, 2007; Riessman, 2008; Rose, 2012). 
According to Riessman (2002), narrative analysis is particularly suitable for inquiries 
such as identity development.   Nuances of narrative can become richly complex when 




(Goffmann, 1959), works with the respondent in therapeutic contexts (Murray, 2003, 
2008), or experiments with arts-based presentational and representational forms 
(Cahnmann-Taylor & Siegesmund, 2008; Knowles & Cole, 2008; Leavy, 2009).  They 
reveal how narrators want to be known, and how they include the audience in “doing” 
their identities (Riessman, 2002). 
Thematic analysis is a method for identifying, analysing, and reporting patterns or 
themes within collected texts, and assists in arranging and describing text sets in rich 
detail.  Thematic analysis was a sound form of analysis to use in my study as it is a 
widely accepted, flexible form of analysis, free of any particular theory or epistemology 
(Shukla, Wilson & Boddy, 2014). Using this method, assisted me as researcher, in 
reflecting the realities of students and teasing out the surface ‘realities’ lived by the 
respondents (Braun & Clarke, 2006:79). It involved me searching across the field text 
sets of all respondents to find repeated patterns of meaning (p.86).   
The processes of narrative analysis and thematic analysis happened simultaneously. 
Part 1 one of the analysis included the narrative analysis of all field text sets, in which 
I wrote up narrative portraits of each of the seven respondents through the 
presentation of biographical accounts (Kim, 2016), structured  by Mishler’s (1995) 
typology of analysis for narrative analysis. Phase 2 included the thematic analysis, 
which involved analysing all field text sets across each respondent. Being thoroughly 
conversant with the narrative field text sets collected and having thoroughly analysed 
them enabled me to write individual narrative portraits. I was well prepared to conduct 
Part 2 of my analysis which was the thematic analysis.  
Thematic and narrative analysis share features. Shukla, Wilson and Boddy (2014) 




writing up of narrative portraits therefore assisted me by providing details on the 
particularity of each case. I used thematic analysis to draw up common themes across 
the cases (Shukla et al., 2014:3).  Understandings of emergent themes naturally arose 
from my close analysis of field text sets across the seven respondents as I was crafting 
the narrative portraits. The understandings gained from the narrative analysis 
approach enriched, informed, and complemented the thematic approach.  
Mixing narrative and thematic analysis, provided an opportunity for me to use the 
narrative analysis to focus on the particularity of the respondents. Using thematic 
analysis provided an opportunity to inform more general understandings across the 
respondents in their experiences of transition to higher education. My study 
demonstrated the fluidity of the boundaries between the two approaches for analysis, 
and facilitated deeper understandings of students’ experiences of first year.   
In Chapter 4, I provide a step-by-step account of how the the narrative and thematic 
analysis unfolded.  
 Trustworthiness 
Trustworthiness entails establishing credibility, transferability, dependability, and 
confirmability which is well documented by authors, who have written about what 
constitutes good qualitative research (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam, 2009; Mishler, 
1990; and Silvermann, 2006). 
Simply put, I originally wrote this piece for my trustworthiness section: “To ensure 
credibility, I ensured prolonged engagement, observation, triangulation, peer 
debriefing, archiving of text sets, and member checks.  To ensure transferability, I used 




collection methods, and performed an external audit to examine accuracy of my texts 
and how they were collected and stored.  To ensure confirmability, I ensured that my 
findings, interpretations, and recommendations were supported by my research texts.” 
However, as I progressed with my study, I knew that this was far too superficial. As 
researcher, embarking on a narrative study situated in the interpretive-constructivist 
paradigm concerned me, as I knew that I would be queried on its rigour, validity, and 
reliability.  I realised that my research paradigm was non-traditional, as I took a non- 
positivist approach in this study. I turned to the work of Loh (2013) to assist me.   Loh 
undertook a literature review of the broad field of researchers who have used 
trustworthiness in the broader qualitative and narrative research field.   
Loh (2013:2) offers that when it comes to trustworthiness in narrative research it is 
imperative for a narrative researcher to ask the following questions: 
How valid is this narrative approach? How valid is the analysis of the texts? 
How valid and reliable is the collection of these “stories,” and how can a story 
be valid as an analysis? If the texts are collected through the participants’ telling 
of their “storied experiences,” how do I know if they are being truthful? What if 
they made up a story or embellish the retelling? Will the research be valid then? 
(Loh, 2013:2) 
Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach & Zilber (1998) understood the difficulties postgraduate 
students encountered with finding support for their narrative work, and so they 
recommended that they rather pursued combination studies. I had conducted a 
complementary methods study partly for this purpose, but also to provide both a 
vertical and horizontal analysis of the field texts collected. In the same vein, Mishler 




departments. Even though Loh (2013) argues that a list of criteria may clash with the 
spirit of qualitative research, I felt bound as researcher that, “some form of widely-
recognised evaluative guidelines for qualitative research are necessary in order to win 
wider recognition and acceptability for qualitative approaches” (Elliott, Fischer & 
Rennie, 1999:225).  With a general lack of wide acceptance of narrative studies  
making any contribution to the development of knowledge in a discipline, Loh (2013) 
therefore argued for the need for a list of criteria to be followed. He acknowledged the 
work on trustworthiness by Lincoln and Guba (1985) as being highly regarded and 
influential within the larger qualitative research community, and therefore used their 
criteria to establish quality in his narrative work. 
 
In my study, I aligned with Loh (2013), who uses the trustworthiness criteria of Lincoln 
and Guba (1985). I used the criteria of Lincoln and Guba (1985) as a compass to 
assist me in navigating this narrative study, to validate its quality, and to ensure 
acceptance by the broader research community. I realised that constructed 
knowledge is never ‘perfect’ (Loh, 2013:5) – the constructivist classification of the 
criteria and methods are implied.  
 
To establish trustworthiness in my study, I used the criteria of credibility, 
transferability, dependability, and confirmability as outlined by Lincoln and Guba 
(1985). To achieve credibility, I made use of prolonged engagement with 
respondents, employed peer debriefing after both sessions with respondents, 
ensured member checks with each of the seven respondents and archived all field 
text sets. To achieve transferability, I made use of thick descriptions of respondents’ 




process of the inquiry, and ensuring that the findings, interpretations, and 
recommendations were supported by my field text sets.  
 
This study relies on the specific meaning-making interpretations of the personal 
realities (Loh, 2013:9) of the respondents.   As the study relied so heavily on the 
respondents’ interpretations of their first-year experiences, I needed to ask what 
relevance this study would have for researchers in the field, and practitioners in the 
higher education context.  To this end, I explored the issues of verisimilitude and utility. 
The term ‘versimilitude’ is explained by Cresswell (2007:50) as, “a criterion for a good 
literary study in which the writing seems ‘real’ and ‘alive’ transporting the reader 
directly into the world of the study”.  Further, Clandinin and Connelly (2000) also 
advocate that verisimilitude is a central criterion to evaluate the value of narrative 
enquiries. The study must be believable, in that the stories of the respondents are in 
harmony with their own experiences (Loh, 2013:9), or at least allow readers the ability 
to identify with the stories and in turn understand the decisions and emotions felt by 
the subjective world of the respondents. For a narrative study to resonate with its 
audience, Loh (2013:10) explains that peer validation and audience validation are 
crucial. I strove to craft the respondents’ narrative portraits in a way that would make 
readers identify with them, and move into their subjective first-year worlds with them. 
In my study, I made use of my doctoral supervisors, experienced in higher education, 
and familiar with my methods for analysis, to assist with peer validation of my work as 
a researcher.  They were the most qualified, in that they were familiar with my research 
literature and research methods in narrative (Loh, 2013). I made use of two colleagues 




education practitioners who regularly teach first-year students. These two colleagues 
meet the criteria of Patton (2002) as they were typical “primary intended users and 
readers”. They had the ‘know-how’ to ascertain whether or not the interpretations 
made sense, if the interpretations were reasonable, and if the interpretations 
connected to how commencing students in higher education made sense of their first- 
year experiences which implies identity-making (Loh, 2013:7). 
It was also necessary for me to address the study from a ‘utility’ – or usefulness point 
of view.  To go to much trouble, to better understand how a study of student narratives 
revealed identity stories of first-year experience, with numerous field text sets for 
analysis, along with a thematic analysis, I had to be sure that this study would be 
relevant and useful for practitioners in the higher education context, as well as for 
researchers who are working in the narrative field, both locally and internationally.  
Catherine Riessman refers to the ultimate test of the researcher as being whether 
one’s work becomes a foundation or building blocks for another researcher’s work 
(Riessman, 2008:193). Staying true to the ‘voices’ of the respondents, the narrative 
portraits are reliable and authentic accounts of experiences which could be of use to 
practitioners and researchers. 
“Instrumental utility” can be employed to test the usefulness of a study (Eisner, 2008): 
a. Comprehension: assisting in understanding a situation that would otherwise be 
perplexing. 
b. Anticipation: thick descriptions and interpreting extend beyond the information 




c. Guide or map: deepening and broadening our experience through highlighting, 
explaining and giving directions that the reader can consider, assisting them in their 
own context. 
In this study, I employed comprehension, anticipation, and a guide to ensure the 
usefulness of this study. I ensured comprehension and anticipation of the respondent 
narrative portraits by crafting the various field text sets into understandable, 
chronological accounts of their first-year experiences. My field text set analysis chapter 
(Chapter Four) provides the explanations and directions that I took in order to arrive 
at the findings.  
 Ethical considerations 
When conducting my interviews I ensured that my impact and disruption caused to 
daily operations of my job were minimized (Cresswell, 2014:97).   
I was not a member of the academic teaching staff, but worked on academic and 
strategic projects for the institution at the time.  Considering this, my position held less 
direct power over them. Involving respondents in the research process leads to high 
levels of reciprocity and positive engagement (Cresswell, 2014:98).  I strove to achieve 
this type of working relationship with my respondents. I did not view my respondents 
as ‘a means to an end’ (Cresswell, 2014:98).   
John (IR10) was the only respondent who seemed to have a strong awareness of me 
and the position that I held at the institution. On the day that respondents met me at 
the end of their first year, I asked the respondents how they were doing while drawing, 
and joked that I was nosey by nature. He replied, “Course you are - it's Strategic 




professional history: “You're very accommodating for a former teacher, normally the 
teacher sets the boundary, the deadline” (CWD: 00:51:20). He also asked me if 
obtaining my doctorate would lead to new opportunities for me: “So after this you can 
then run the Education Department (at MSA)?” (CWD: 01:07:16). His awareness of 
my position did not seem to have an adverse effect on how and what he presented in 
his narrations though. I experienced his stories as being rich, authentic, and open.  
John was relaxed and not influenced by the power imbalance between us. 
As my respondents put in effort and gave up time to participate in my research, I 
needed to reciprocate in some way.  Reciprocation took the form of providing a light, 
simple lunch and cold drinks on the day that graphic elicitations, drawings, and focus 
group discussions took place. It also took the form of sharing the full study with them 
once it was complete.  
Respondents were not deceived in any way during the research process.  I ensured 
that my face-to-face explanations were clear; a full explanatory statement was given 
to them in both hard and electronic copy. Consent forms contained all necessary 
information (Appendix B). The purpose of the study was clearly articulated in all forms 
of correspondence mentioned to respondents. 
For some respondents, the interviews may have proven stressful, and some may have 
wondered what the consequences of their answers would be, and how their answers 
would be interpreted.  In all interactions with respondents I strove to be transparent, 
collegial, and ensured confidentiality of their responses.  Although I had never been 
involved in physically teaching the respondents, I was part of the senior leadership 
team at the research site and power imbalances could have come into play.  In all 




confidentiality of information shared with me, explained the purpose of the study, and 
how students would be co-creators of the research journey with me.   
I shared the full narrative portraits with respondents, and clearly explained that the 
anticipated use of the texts could be used to improve the student experience at the 
research site.  In addition, importantly, it would be used for text collection and analysis 
for my doctoral thesis.  Chase (2011:424) explained that narrative researchers often 
include longer respondent narratives in their publications which may make 
respondents feel vulnerable and exposed. She advised that the researcher should 
inform respondents again and ask permission to use such extended narratives.  I 
asked my respondents for their permission to include their extended narratives and 
asked them to read and approve their narrative portraits before submission of this 
study. The seven respondents all embraced this exercise, which gave them power and 
authority over what was published about them. As an example, Kumba (IR12) saw this 
exercise in a positive light: “Oh yes…I’d love to see what was written about me and 
give feedback for it.” Kondwani (IR1) appreciated viewing her portrait and having the 
opportunity to make input: “I've had a look at the narrative portrait you wrote for me 
and it was quite good. Whilst I was reading it, it made me look back at how I've grown 
from 1st year until now. I'm glad to have gone through that journey.” Examples of the 
feedback I received from respondents either required no changes or small 
amendments. Tammy’s email (IR9) response to my email to check and edit her portrait 
was: “Wow! Haha! I can't believe it. It's brilliant and completely sums up my 
experience. No changes needed at all. Thank you again for allowing me to join your 
study, I thoroughly enjoyed it”. Abikanile (IR11) requested more in-depth changes to 
her narrative portrait. She wrote, “I have attached the document with track changes to 




more anonymity as the political situation in (her home country) is still not the most 
stable, and some details are unique to me and widely known in the country. And as 
long as my head is permanently covered, I am okay with the picture”.  
As prefaced by Creswell (2014:98), respondents may have shared intimate, harmful 
information during the research process.  Due to the fact that the higher education 
experience is shaped by past experiences, I knew in advance that students may have 
shared stories of abuse, past trauma, and harmful facts.  As researcher, I was bound 
to protect the privacy of respondents and any other stakeholders in the study.  To 
assist with the possibility of this occurrence, I shared the names and contact details of 
campus professional counselors and outside professionals and organisations that they 
could be referred to if they sought support or guidance of any kind.  I established clear 
ground rules and maintained a professional relationship with respondents.  
 Synthesis 
This chapter outlined my role as researcher and provided an in-depth explanation of 
the research paradigm, design type, and methodology for this study to answer the 
research question: “What do first-year students’ transition narratives reveal about their 
emerging student identities?”.  Combining and using two distinct but complementary 
analytic methods – narrative analysis and thematic analysis, would support and enrich 
my understandings of my numerous and complex field text sets. I explained the 
adoption of the trustworthiness criteria of Lincoln and Guba (1985). To ensure 
relevance of this study within the broader academic community, I explored and 
implemented the concepts of ‘verisimilitude’ and ‘utility’. Lastly, I provided the ethical 
considerations around this study. Chapter Four follows with a step-by-step account of 




CHAPTER 4 – NARRATIVE AND THEMATIC ANALYSIS 
4.1 Introduction 
This chapter explains in detail how I employed both narrative and thematic analysis to 
analyse my field text sets. A detailed account of the two-phase process that I followed 
to analyse the text sets considering my research question and sub-questions follows. 
Narrative analysis is about configuring the text sets into a coherent whole, yet 
maintaining the ‘metaphoric richness of a story’ (Kim, 2016:197). For the first part of 
my analysis (narrative analysis), the field texts comprised narrative interviews, graphic 
elicitation (photographs or pictures), student transcriptions whilst drawing, drawings of 
first-year experience, focus group discussion, verbal and written reflections, and the 
use of study statements. I used all text sets to draw up seven individual narrative 
portraits of first-year experience using Mishler’s (1995) typology of analysis for 
narrative analysis. It was important to draw up sound guidelines and insights for writing 
biographical narrative portraits. To this end, I drew on the advice by relevant 
researchers (Bruner, 1987; Bolivar, 2002; Goldsteijn and Wright, 2013; Kim, 2016; 
Maitlis, 2012; Riessman, 2008; and Somekh and Lewin, 2011) and formulated 
appropriate guidelines for myself to draw up seven authentic biographical narrative 
portraits of first-year experience.  
For the second part of my analysis – analysis of narratives (thematic analysis), I made 
use of the same field text sets as in the first phase, to investigate and analyse common 
themes across the seven respondents to find repeated patterns of meaning. I made 
use of Braun and Clarke’s thematic analysis (2006) to generate initial codes, search 





At the outset of this chapter, it is important to note the distinction between ‘narrative 
analysis’ and ‘analysis of narratives’ (Polkinghorne, 2007) to distinguish the difference 
in the type of analysis between Phase 1 and Phase 2 analyses.   
Narrative analysis resides within narrative inquiry, in that it “understands lives as 
unfolding temporally, as particular events within a particular individual’s life.  The final 
result is a story. Instead of applying a stimulus / response approach, the researcher 
rather opts for opportunities where respondents can develop narrative accounts” 
(Riessman, 2008:23).  I used narrative analysis in the first phase of my analysis to 
write up the narrative portraits of the seven respondents. 
The analysis of narratives can be likened more to general qualitative research, where 
narratives are analysed into themes and categories.  I used analysis of narratives in 
the second phase of my analysis where I found common themes between the 
respondents’ narratives by using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis. 
As explained in Chapter 3, I was the sole person involved in the analysis of the field 
text sets, and thus had a holistic view of all the texts. This chapter outlines the steps I 
followed to analyse the text sets pertinent to my study. 
 Floating adrift in a sea of field texts and finding a trajectory for writing up 
the narrative portraits 
 Part 1 – Narrative analysis 
Once I was faced with all the field text sets that I had collected I became anxious. I 
was overwhelmed with the amount of field text sets and the various forms of field texts 
collected.  In addition, the literature had offered specific ways of analysing specific 




along with each taking a different form, was my biggest stumbling block in my research 
study.  Kim (2016:3) explains that this is a normal feeling for researchers, where “all 
the textual, visual, and audio texts, and the artefacts in the cabinet of curiosities feel 
like a steep mountain whose trail is strenuous, zigzagged, and unexplored”.  At this 
stage of my study, I felt like I did when I myself entered higher education years ago – 
alone, uninitiated, questioning myself, and procrastinating in the face of 
methodological and analytic challenges.  
In the review of the literature, I came across myriad ways to analyse the narrative field 
text sets as a starting point to craft the respondents’ narrative portraits.  My frustration 
of trawling through the literature to find a neat, logical way to piece together multiple 
field text sets was only met with the same frustrations that other narrative researchers 
face themselves.  As an example of the quest to find a neatly fitting method to craft 
my respondent narratives, James (2017:3103) wrote; “...this is not a question to which 
a simple answer can be given”. She called for the need for authors writing research 
articles to explain in detail how field text analysis in narrative studies is conducted as 
it is sorely lacking.  In the same vein, Hunter (2010:44) explained that the stage of 
analysis in a narrative inquiry triggers specific challenges for the researcher.   
 
Kim (2016:188) offered some comfort for me in the process of finding a way to 
integrate my field sets, in that she encourages narrative researchers to ‘flirt’ with texts.  
She defines flirting with texts as follows: 
 
Flirting with data (field texts) is an attempt to analyse and interpret the research 
data (texts) to exploit the idea of surprise and curiosity, as we don’t know what 




a space for us where we can discover ways to reach and negotiate our research 
aims with data (field texts); it encourages us to make time to embrace less 
familiar possibilities; and it is a way for cultivating ideas for finding yet another 
story, one we have not necessarily bargained for (Kim, 2016:188). 
 
As with James (2017) and Hunter (2010), Kim (2016) does not provide a ‘one-size-
fits-all-method’ for analysing narrative field text sets. She explains that she does not 
prescribe a specific method as it would result in researchers trying to fit their field text  
analysis into a given method.  This provided comfort for me as a researcher, and on 
reflection, due to the vastness and openness of the field of narrative analysis and the 
particularity of my study, was the reason I had to stop looking for a neat, proven 
method for my study.  I was chartering new territory, and needed to forge ahead with 
methodologies that could be adapted for my study. At the same time, I realised that 
the groundwork covered by me would assist other researchers in laying foundations 
for their own, individual studies. 
 
In the end, I made the decision to use Labov’s model of analysis (1967) adapted by 
Mishler (1995) to craft my narrative portraits.  However, I would still incorporate Kim’s 
(2016) notion of ‘flirting with data’ (texts).  
 
Labov’s model is a trusted method used for narrative analysis (McCormack, 2004; 
Mishler, 1986; Mishler, 1995; Patterson, 2013; Riessman, 2008).  Mishler (1995) 
adapted Labov’s and Waletzky’s model of 1967 explaining that a personal narrative 




legitimacy and methodological rigour in the qualitative analysis of human identities and 
personal experience (Johnstone, 2016:543). 
Mishler’s (1995) components for analysis for personal narratives are detailed below 
with further insight on each component by Johnstone (2016: 545 – 546): 
Abstract: The abstract encompasses the summary and/or point of the story (Mishler, 
1995). It announces the fact that there is a story to tell. There should be a suggestion 
that it will be a good, relevant story. It will be worth the reader’s time, it may be 
suspenseful or entertaining (Johnstone, 2016). 
Orientation: The orientation component encompasses aspects of time, place, 
characters, and situation (Mishler, 1995). The orientation in a narrative introduces the 
respondent and the activities that they are involved in (Johnstone, 2016). 
Complicating action: The complicating action of a narrative includes events, 
sequences, and plots, usually with a crisis or turning point (Mishler, 1995). The 
sequences of events lead to a climax. When the climax is reached, the suspense is 
resolved. These actions create tension which keeps the audience engaged. 
Throughout the narrative, there are features which evaluate, state, or underscore what 
is interesting or unusual about the story being told. This assists the reader in remaining 
engaged in what he or she is reading (Johnstone, 2016).  
Evaluation: the narrator comments on meaning and communicates emotion (Mishler, 
1995). 
Result or resolution: This refers to the the outcome of the plot (Mishler, 1995). The 
narrator releases the tension and narrates what finally happened (Johnstone, 2016). 
Coda: The coda marks the ending of the story, and brings the action back to the 




may be provided which connects the story that was told with the present (Johnstone, 
2016).  
I composed each narrative portrait by following the steps below: 
1. After all my field texts were collected and transcribed (where appropriate), I read 
and re-read them to familiarise myself with what respondents had storied.   
2. To provide an ordering framework to manage the text sets for each respondent, I 
created a table for each respondent to place summarised or key narrations into 
one document to arrange where text set information would fit into each of 
Mishler’s six components which make up a personal narrative. Kholwa’s (IR4) 
ordering framework is provided in Table 5. as an example of the initial ordering 
framework that I used for each respondent.  
3. As I worked through the text sets to create the ordering framework, I highlighted 
the positive and negative influences on identity of each respondent. Positive 
experiences were highlighted in green and negative experiences were highlighted 
in red. Becoming more and more familiar with the field text sets I wrote and 
highlighted possible themes for Part 2 (thematic analysis) of my research 
instinctively at the same time, which I indicated in blue. I checked these, 
considered them later, and integrated them after confirming, for Part 2 of my 
analysis. This was an iterative process and it seemed natural to be doing this at 
the same time while studying, sketching, and finalising the various field text sets 
for each respondent in order to write the narrative portraits.  
4. Having completed an ordering framework for each respondent, I then collapsed 
the framework into a simpler one-page table, and called it an ‘initial coding table’ 
as it would also serve as my means to generate initial codes for Part 2 of my 




thematic analysis process. Doing this had a two-fold benefit for me as researcher; 
it assisted me in structuring the narrative portraits, and also served to assist me 
in the process of my thematic analysis. An example of my initial coding tables is 
also provided after Table 5 in the form of Kholwa’s (IR4) initial coding table (Table 
6).   
Table 5 provides a summary of all field text sets for Kholwa (IR4) as an example 
to show how the analysis methodology took place. The table was arranged with 
Mishler’s six components for structuring a narrative portrait. The table was 
populated with the the main components of what Kholwa shared with me, or me 
and respondents, per field text set.  I used  this as an ordering framework to create 






Table 5 - Table used as an ordering framework for Kholwa (IR4) to create an integrated narrative portrait summary sketch 
using all field text sets 
Components for 
analysis 
Interview Photograph Conversation 
whilst drawing 
Drawing Focus Group Reflection 
Abstract 
Summary and or 
point of the story 
 
 
 Did not contribute 
(arrived late)  
Did not contribute – 
catching up after 
transport issues 
Mountains = search for 
university  
Trees =  autumn, leaves 
fall out, about to be 
spring = opportunity 
coming. Everyone 
encouraging .Dark tone 
= depressed. Log = 
Kholwa, not being able 
to move forward,  
 
   
Orientation 





Her first interview 
with me took place in 
October 2015 and 
the second follow up 









Finances needed to 
be sorted  
1 year after 
commencing HE 
1 year after 
commencing HE 
1 year after 
commencing HE 
and then I got into 
Monash, - I had to do 
the foundation 
programme.. Wanted to 
do HS but was advised 
to do SS.  
I'm a very bubbly 
person. 
1 year after commencing 
HE 




plot – usually with 






studies as she had 
spent 6 months at 
home after 
completing school.  
Emerging theme: 
friendship spent 5 – 
7 weeks without a 
Black and white 
and colour 
collage. Various 
happy pictures of 
her and a number 
of her social 
science friends at 
different times – 
different to how 
she portrayed her 
 But when  starting 
university she  struggled 
finding friends.. I finally 
found a friend, two 
friends. Okay I found a 
group of friends and 
then after that we 
separated.  
Tree with fire = friends 







Interview Photograph Conversation 
whilst drawing 
Drawing Focus Group Reflection 
friend), rude, 
rejected, hurt 
No internet at home 
Agency: was able to 
just let it go and 
forgive them…”  
Emerging theme: 
Keeping up with 
work (transport and 
laptop) 
Day student relying 
on public transport., 
Mother’s laptop 




Sought solace and 
advice from parents  
Emerging theme – 
peer pressure / 
clothing / fitting in 
Kholwa worried 
about not having the 
right clothes and 
right ‘look’ in order to 
fit in in Realisation 









experienced “I think 
this has been an 
ongoing madness”  - 
time management. 
emotions at the 
end of her first 
year.   
 
Written reason – 
struggled to 
choose friends at 
first but then made 
solid friendships.  
Did not want to 
struggle to fit in  
Dark green trees = 
teachers she thought 
didn’t like her Lecturer 
in FP did not treat her 
well and still owes her 
marks  
Brain and spinal cord  = 
frustration at not being 
able to study 
psychology 
Spongebob (her) and 
starfish (assignments) 
They stung her. 
Waterfall = speed at 
which her semester 
passed, 
Shark = looming exams 
Semester pressure – 
water flows fast. 
Her face = being 
nervous for my marks,  
She failed a health 
subject elective by 1%. 
No entry to UG study 




followed by a cross. 
Parents were 
renovating, Home 
burglary cost her a 






Interview Photograph Conversation 
whilst drawing 
Drawing Focus Group Reflection 










She found the 
application process 
quick and efficient 
At some institutions 
she was berated, 
treated badly   
Becoming 
accustomed to her 
physical 
surroundings.  
Positive about her 
lecturers - felt that  
learning experience 
was going to be 
better than school, I 
think university is 
easier than high 
school for me - high 
school I think there 
was too much 
pressure 
Emerging theme:  
Feels she is better 
off than school 
friends who are at 




opportunity to make 
formal input into the 
teaching and 
learning process 
through feedback for 





She met a female 
student from 
Nigeria who she 
became friends 
with. She 
happened to want 
a friend who 
wanted the same 
things that Kholwa 




students in their 
classes. This 
picture sums up 
everything we did 
together. 
  Curious about 
participating in order to 
learn from experience, it 
gave her a chance to 
reflect,. 
Personal strengths - I like 
to push more, I don't give 
up 
 
Written reflection:  
all students go through 
challenges ranging from 
finances, change of friends, 
academic difficulties and 
adjusting to independence.  
Agency. 
Sees broader benefit of 
higher education 
New learning challenging old 
paradigms. 
university time has been put 
as a metaphor= a river, 
Saw a common thread of 
respondents in having faith 
in God.  
Drawing the pictures – 
became storymakers, it was 
peaceful there so many 
challenges I had faced in just 
one year.  Drawing the 
picture made me realise that 
growing up has challenges, 
but those challenges will not 
be above my ability to solve 
them. And at the end I will be 
rewarded for all the good 








Interview Photograph Conversation 
whilst drawing 
Drawing Focus Group Reflection 
Knew that the 
expectations of her 
were high, campus 
offers a blend of 
work and fun.  
Teaching and 
Learning: lecturers 
willing and able to 
help.  
Disagreed when 
asked if being at 
MSA was too easy. 




friendship with a 
female Nigerian 










theme:faith / religion 
draws her strengths 
from faith and 
religion  
Resolution 
The outcome of 
the plot 
Was only 4 months 
into her first year 





 Interested in participating to 
be enlightened about being 
part of someone’s research. 
Students’ mindsets are 
different at the outset of 
study.  
I did not have a hard time 






Interview Photograph Conversation 
whilst drawing 
Drawing Focus Group Reflection 
Challenges not as frantic as 
others. 
Gave her chance to reflect, 
evaluate and how to execute 
moving forward.   
Coda 
Ending the story 
and bringing 





her study at MSA in 
July 2015 in the 
Foundation 
Programme and met 
requirements for 
entry into a Bachelor 
of Public Health in 
July 2016. At the 
time of finalising this 
research at the end 
of 2019 she was on 
track to complete 
her undergraduate 
degree by July 2020 
with five subjects left 
to complete.  




Table 6 below provides a summary of Kholwa’s (IR4) narrative portrait content. I 
created this to ensure that I had adequately extracted main features of her story from 
her more detailed ordering framework to create this. As mentioned before, this table 
had a dual purpose in that I used these tables to create my initial coding tables for ech 
respondent as well (see 4.2.1.2 of thematic analysis).  
Table 6 - Initial coding table for Kholwa (IR4) 
Methods Negative influences Positive influences 
Interview - Unfriendly admissions staff 
- Delay in studying straight after school. 
- Not being able to pursue original field of 
study choice 
- Financial resources 
- Missing orientation 
- Depression 
- Challenging friendships and peer 
pressure  
- No internet at home 
- Public transport issues and extended 
travel time daily 
- Poor time management 
- Academic pressures: plagiarism, tests, 
examinations and examinations results. 
- Perceived or real unfairness of lecturers 
- Navigating the campus 
- Lack of preparation for higher education 
at school 
- Supportive family and circle of 
significant others 
- Smooth application and 
enrolment process 
- Treated well by all staff who 
were positive, understanding 
and helpful 
- Access to tutors 
- Access to academic 
consultation 
- Opportunity to provide 
feedback into teaching and 
learning quality 
- Smaller classes 
- Sound teaching methods of 
lecturers 
- Extra-curricular opportunities 
- Embracing cultural diversity 
- Clear understanding of 
personal strengths (faith; not 
influenced by others; being an 
individual; manage time and 
finances well) 
- Managing academic 
expectations successfully 
- Smaller campus contributed to 
better learning experience 
- Positive, healthy friendships 
Photographs - Lack of friendships - Finding a solid friendship circle 
Conversations 
whilst drawing 
- Puts unecessary pressure on herself -  
Drawing - Delay in studying straight after school. 
- Financial resources. 
- Not being able to study course of choice 
- Challenging friendships 
- Feeling that lecturers did not like her. 
- Acceptance  
- Encouragement and support 
from personal circle 
- Faith 




- Academic pressure 
- Anxiety over academic results 
- Failing a subject 
- Home robbery 
 
- Second chance to pass a 
subject in a summer semester 
Focus group  - She learned from participating 
in someone’s study 
- Personal drive (not giving up) 
Reflections - Change of friends 
- Finances 
- Academic difficulties 
- Adjusting to independence 
 
- My challenges were not as 
frantic as others 
- I am not alone in this. 
- Reflecting on her first year 
made her realise how many 
challenges she overcame, 
opportunity helped her set new 
goals and grow as a person. 
- Higher education teaches skills 
wider than just content 
- We are on a path, chance to 
reflect on my year was positive 
- Her faith in God helped.Most of 
us are Christians. 
- Found value and enjoyment in 
drawing, sharing and reflecting 
on her journey. 
 
 
The steps for composing the narrative portraits continue here. 
5. Each field text set was analysed using narrative analysis methods, as described 
for each field text in the sections in Chapter 3. I relied on the meaning that 
respondents made with regard to all their text sets collected. 
6. Being very familiar with all text sets I used Mishler’s six components which make 
up a personal narrative, and collapsed the six components into three. In my 
ordering framework I had started to see layers of meaning across different text 
sets on the same topics of conversation. Trying to fit respondent narratives under 
six different headings for the stories became far too mechanical. The three main 





- Abstract and orientation. In each narrative portrait a short overview of each 
respondent’s story was provided along with context to provide the reader with a 
fuller context of who the respondent was. Respondents often first spoke of their 
time at high school as an introduction to their stories and how they came to study 
at MSA.  
- Complicating actions and evaluation.  I chose to combine complicating actions and 
evaluations together as the layers of field text sets crafted together into their stories 
of first-year experiences provided rich information regarding events, sequences, 
and plots, with crises and turning points. What respondents narrated, answered 
my research question and sub-questions.   
 
I stayed true to the stories told by the respondents in their narrative portraits – I 
presented their stories as they told them: through photographs that reminded 
respondents of their first-year experience, their conversations while drawing and their 
drawings of their first-year journeys. Photographs reminding them of their first year, 
their first year journeys shown through their drawings, and photographs of them 
presenting their journeys, are included in this section of each narrative portrait. 
 
- Resolution and coda. For each narrative portrait I ensured that I captured 
respondent reflections. Respondents narrated their personal thoughts and 
expressed their perspectives about what they had gained from working with me on 
my study. This section also provided the opportunity to connect their first-year 
journeys with the present, by explaining where they were in their academic careers 
at the time of writing up this research – I used basic information from their academic 




completed their studies and how they were currently enrolled, if at all. The 
information here was mostly gleaned from the focus group discussion, their verbal 
and written reflections on the value they gained from being respondents in my 
research study. 
 
7. Each narrative portrait was presented chronologically/temporally as far as 
possible on the basis of Mishler’s (1995) typology for the analysis of narratives.  
 
As a recap, my field text sets were the following: 
Field text set 1 comprised transcribed narrative interviews from seven student 
respondents. 
Field text set 2 comprised respondent-selected photo-elicitation (pictures or 
photographs) from each respondent with written and verbal input as to why each each 
respondent chose particular photograps. 
Field text set 3 comprised transcribed respondent conversations while drawing their 
experiences of their first year in higher education. 
Field text set 4 comprised each respondent’s drawings of their first-year experience.  
Field text set 5 comprised each respondent’s verbal reflections in a group discussion 
of their experience according to the pictures they drew. 
Field text 6 comprised each respondent’s reflections on the value of sharing their first-
year experience with peers. 
Field text 7 comprised the study statements (statement of results) for each 





I used the following abbreviations, as indicated in the ‘List of Acronyms and 
Abbreviations’ at the beginning of this thesis, in my narrative portraits to reference the 
various field text sets that I integrated, to gain rich, deep undertsandings of the 
respondent’s experiences: 
Each narrative portrait was given a title. The titles that I gave for each respondent’s 
story was inspired by a significant event, tension, challenge, or strength that was 
narrated in a respondent’s story of first-year experience.  
Each of the seven narrative portraits were presented by keeping in mind the 
components for analysis of Mishler (1995), in order to structure my narratives 
temporally as far as possible.  I chose to stay true to the respondents by telling the full 
stories of each of them, rather than fragmenting their lived experiences of first year 
into code-able categories in order to control their meanings (Riessman, 2002:2). With 
the tapestry of field text sets that I had gathered for each of them, I created seven rich, 
layered, deep respondent narrative portraits, to determine how they had woven or 
constructed their stories by recreating one composite story of each of their 
experiences. Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2011) affirm that telling others stories in 
such a way knits text and content, stays true to individuals by ensuring their dignity, it 
sanctions cause and consequence, and allows events to unfold naturally.  
Narrative analysis is about configuring the text sets into a coherent whole, yet 
maintaining the ‘metaphoric richness of a story’ (Kim, 2016:197).  The work of Kim 
assisted in confirming that creating individual narrative portraits of each respondent 
would do justice to this study.  She explains that the narrative mode of analysis would 




happened in the way that they did, and how and why my respondents acted in ways 
that they did.   
I constructed the narrative portraits to illustrate the sense-making process of 
respondents regarding their first-year experience. These cases were not crafted to be 
representative statistically, but rather as cases, with the potential to inform a better 
understanding of students’ experiences in their transition to higher education. While 
each respondent’s narrative portrait was based on their first-year experience, they 
journeyed in different ways, albeit at the same time.  
I used respected authors in the field of narrative inquiry to draw up guidelines for 
myself for writing respondent narratives and transforming them into public documents 
which would be accepted in the scientific community (Bolivar, 2002:16).  In the 
absence of a given set of guidelines for writing up biographical narrative portraits of 
experience, I drew on the narrative research work of various authors (Bruner, 1987; 
Bolivar, 2002; Goldsteijn and Wright, 2013; Kim, 2016; Maitlis, 2012; Riessman, 2008; 
and Somekh & Lewin, 2011) to write up authentic biographical narrative portraits of 
each of my respondents.  
I drew up the following set of guidelines as a compass for myself, based on the above 
authors’ advice for writing biographical narrative portraits: 
- Read and reread each narrative portrait: Reading and rereading the narrative 
portrait several times should take place because ideas can initiate different 
interpretations or new ideas for the portrait (Goldsteijn & Wright, 2013:310). In 
practice, I re-crafted each narrative portrait three to four times, often changing the 
ordering of events, sequences, and respondents’ thoughts to ensure that that their 




- Detail the setting as well as researcher feelings of setting and each 
respondent: The narrative should detail the setting in which the interactions took 
place. It should feature the researcher’s feelings about the setting and the individual 
respondent (Goldsteijn & Wright, 2013:308). In crafting the narrative portraits, I 
ensured that I provided their backgrounds and life before MSA as a backdrop to their 
narratives of first-year experience. 
- Tell a story that is interesting, understandable and convincing: A narrative 
must answer the question “Why?”, “Why is this worth telling, what is interesting about 
it?” (Bruner, 1987:29). A narrative must be about a sequence of events over time which 
is structured comprehensibly. The narrative must tell something interesting – 
something that makes it exceptional in that it produces something that we did not 
expect (Bruner, 1987:29).  A good narrative research is not just one that gathers the 
different voices in the field, or interprets them, but one that makes the story 
understandable and believable.  The unique biography must be written within a 
framework of general structure in a context that explains it (Bolivar, 2002:16). The 
narrative  should be carefully, and authentically orchestrated to produce feelings of 
empathy and authenticity on the part of the reader (Kim, 2016:197). I strove to include 
the unique aspects of each respondent’s particular first-year journey, and stay ‘true’ to 
their stories as they told them. I titled each narrative portrait using a distinguishing 
feature, event or theme which underpinned their story, to draw the reader into wanting 
to read the story. 
- Integrate the field text sets into a coherent whole using a chronological 
sequence: The final narrative portrait does not violate or remove the voices of the 




– “…the nuances of the narrativization of a life can never be caught in a thematic 
category” (Bolivar, 2002:13). In other words, do not interrogate the actual words 
uttered by respondents to formal rules, that force researchers to explain why 
respondents say what they say (Bolivar, 2002:16). Rather, the process of a narrative 
analysis is to integrate field text sets into a coherent whole. The result is an 
understanding of the past events in retrospect, using a chronological sequence from 
beginning to end – if this is done successfully, a specific plot will emerge (Bolivar, 
2002:16).  What is presented in each narrative, are honest and authentic accounts of 
what each respondent narrated. I did not change their stories in any way and strove 
to integrate the set of field texts of each respondent into a coherent whole to allow 
specific plots to emerge. 
- ‘Clean up’ speech to make the narrative portrait easier to read: ‘Clean up’ 
respondent’s speech to make the narrative easier for readers to read. Erase 
dysfluencies, breakoffs and repeated phrases which serve no purpose to respondent 
stories. Do the same for researcher speech where necessary (Riessman, 2008:57-
58). As researcher, I removed my utterances from each narrative portrait. Without 
changing or manipulating what each respondent told, I removed dysfluencies, 
breakoffs, and repeated phrases. Where respondents uttered swear words, I removed 
a letter or letters, and relaced them with an asterisk.  
- Focus on preserving the words used by respondents however long or 
short their narratives may be:  Quote the actual words of the respondents 
extensively. Large, verbatim fragments should be placed into the narrative portraits 
(Goldsteijn & Wright, 2013:308). Glean and craft told stories and not ‘how’ they told 




long sequences of respondents, rejecting the idea of generic explanations (Riessman, 
2008: 74). Narratives can vary in length.  A narrative may only be a few lines long in 
total but may vary to long and complex stories that comprise parts, or the whole, of the 
story of a person’s life (Maitlis, 2012:493). Do not fracture respondents’ accounts. 
Work through one respondent’s texts at a time, and order relevant topics and episodes 
into a chronological, biographical account to create portraits that stay ‘true’ to what 
respondent’s narrate (Riessman, 2008:74). In the crafting of each narrative portrait I 
ensured that I quoted large, verbatim chunks of what respondents narrated, to stay 
true to their stories. I did not fracture the accounts of respondents in any way. 
- Place the respondent at the centre of the story using their key narratives, 
storylines or plots: The narrative should come together structurally around the key 
‘narratives’, or storylines / plots, that underpin what the respondent is telling the 
researcher, ‘documenting their voices and visions – their authority, knowledge, and 
wisdom’ (Goldsteijn & Wright, 2013:308). In each narrative portrait, Mishler’s (1995) 
components for the analysis of narratives, with input from Johnstone (2016), assisted 
me in structuring each story. Each story included personal context and their 
experiences, but more importantly, each one provided their reflections and their 
learnings over the year and how each of them had harnessed personal strengths and 
grown personally from their uniquely experienced year.  
- Write yourself as researcher into the story: The narrative portrait should 
include observations from the researcher, who acts both as witness to, and interpreter 
of, respondent ‘voices’ (Goldsteijn & Wright, 2013:308). Stay true to what respondents 
say, giving effort to reflexivity and researcher ‘voice’ which is achieved through bearing 




(Goldsteijn & Wright, 2013:303). The autobiography (gender, age, social class, 
educational status, employment status, and rank) of the researcher should be taken 
into account, which may impact on the narratives of respondents as the narrative 
portrait is shaped through interaction between the researcher and the respondent 
(Goldsteijn & Wright, 2013:308). The researcher is encouraged to be reflexive in 
acknowledging his or her own perceptions and autobiography, and write him or herself 
into the research in order to demonstrate this. As narrative researcher, write yourself 
into the narrative to confirm that the insights gained are a result of the blending of 
voices, interactions and collaborations between yourself and the respondents 
(Somekh & Lewin, 2011:160).  I was aware of my role as researcher in this process, 
and was aware of power imbalances which I reported on in Chapter 3.  Regarding 
reflexivity, I also reflected on my role in the study in Chapter 6. In the narrative portraits 
I was ‘witness’ to and ‘observer of’ the respondent voices. These were documented in 
each narrative portrait where I included my summation of how I interacted with 
respondents and how I saw them. My interpretations were written into their narrations 
of their personal strengths and how they perceived being part of the research process 
with me. 
- Provide rich descriptions of the experiences of respondents: Rich 
descriptions that give meaning should be aimed for. Ensure a balance between the 
words of the respondent and the interpretation that he or she provides (Bolivar, 
2002:13). A narrative portrait must display the respondent’s inner reality within the 
wider explainable context (Bolivar, 2002:16). A well written research portrait must be 
strongly specific and contextual and should portray “the richness, complexity, and 
dimensionality of human experience in social and cultural context” (Goldsteijn & 




respondents (Shukla, Wilson & Boddy, 2014:4). I made an effort in each narrative 
portrait to bring in respondents’ self-positioning and their inner worlds which had an 
effect on their first- year experiences.  
I did not adopt the naming of my respondents’ narrative ‘portraits’ of first-year 
experience arbitrarily. The term ‘portraits’ is apt in this study – in employing a visual 
metaphor, the revealing of narrative portraits of each respondent reveals a self-portrait 
in that each of their stories is told (Schiffrin, 1996:199).  Just as an artist may display 
a portrait through composition and colour, a story may display through a teller, telling 
experience (Schiffrin, 1996:199).  
Research portraits are useful as tools for maintaining the presence of the respondents 
within the analytical process. The use of portraiture prevails mostly within the social 
sciences and specifically within the sociological study of education (Goldsteijn & 
Wright, 2013:300). In adopting narrative portraits to present my findings I ensured that 
I focused on the personal and social context of respondents through the insights that 
they offered (Goldsteijn & Wright, 2013:308). In Chapter 5 I present the narrative 
portraits of how each of the respondents constructed their first-year identities 
narratively.  
The analysis now moves to Part 2 – the thematic analysis.  
 Thematic analysis of respondents’ stories of first-year experience – 
themes across the seven respondents’ experiences 
 Part 2 – Thematic analysis 
Moving into Phase two of my analysis, I used Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic 




conduct the thematic analysis of the narratives and interrogated the reflections of the 
students in order to answer my research questions. 
 
In thematic analysis, importance is placed on the content of a text, ‘what’ is said rather 
than ‘how’ it is said (Riessman, 2008:53).  Language underpins this approach, where 
it provides a clear route to understanding but is not the topic of investigation.  A feature 
of thematic analysis which I followed as a narrative researcher, was to keep the stories 
of the respondents intact, in that I theorised from the cases rather than from the 
component themes or categories across cases (Riessman, 2008:53)   
 
I used an inductive process to identify themes. Themes were strongly linked to the 
field texts I had gathered. The themes had little relation to guiding questions or prompts 
by me as researcher. In most cases, the respondents were given the space to 
determine what they shared, for example, bringing their own photographs or pictures, 
directing their own conversations whilst drawing their first-year experiences, crafting 
their own drawings, talking in focus groups, and reflecting on their learning experience 
by being part of the study, and their broader learning experience over the year.     
I followed the phases of thematic analysis advocated by Braun and Clarke (2006:87): 
 
4.2.1.1 Familiarise yourself with your field text sets 
I familiarised myself with all field text sets across the seven respondents by re-reading 
all transcribed texts. The thematic analysis across all respondents’ field text sets had 
begun intuitively while I crafted the narrative portraits. This was because I was already 
constantly moving backwards and forwards through the entire set of field text sets of 




identify and highlight (in blue) possible themes according to respondents’ positive or 
negative experiences and reflections, early in my initial interrogation of all text sets. 
This is congruent with Braun and Clarke (2006: 86) who advise that writing should 
begin in the first phase by sketching ideas and potential coding schemes. I continued 
to do this throughout the coding and analysis process. 
 
4.2.1.2 Generate initial codes  
I generated a list of ideas about what was in the field text sets and began to produce 
initial codes. These codes referred to the raw texts that could be analysed 
meaningfully into groups.  I wanted to code according to my research questions. As 
such, my coding was ‘theory-driven’ (Braun & Clarke, 2006:87-88) as I wanted to 
approach my analysis of field text sets with my research question in mind. I needed to 
code the content across all the field text sets of all respondents. I completed all coding 
manually. I chose to work systematically through the field text sets, and identified 
interesting aspects that could form the basis of repeated patterns or themes across all 
respondents’ field text sets. I created a table for each respondent, and divided each 
table into ‘negative influences’ and ‘positive influences’. I divided up these experiences 
into all the field text sets that I had analysed. Using various highlighter pens, I indicated 
potential patterns. I was able to match these potential patterns by referring to the 
narrative portraits which I had crafted to link these patterns back to specific field text 
extracts. I coded for as many potential themes or patterns as possible, always 
ensuring that the context was clear. 
 
I identified the underlying assumptions and stories in each narrative portrait and coded 




more accurately, as certain stories surfaced more often across text sets than others. 
From here, I was able to determine general patterns across the stories that 
respondents had shared. The thematic approach allowed me to theorise across the 
seven cases by identifying common thematic elements across all the respondents 
(Riessman, 2008: 74). See Table 6 for Initial Coding Table for Kholwa (IR4) as an 
example. 
4.2.1.3 Search for themes 
I searched for themes by collating codes into potential themes and gathered all field 
texts relevant to each theme (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Firstly, I put together a list of the 
different codes that I had identified across all respondents’ field text sets. As I coded 
across all respondents, I highlighted possible codes in different colours. I crafted an 
initial coding table using a separate colour for each code as an ordering mechanism, 
as well as a consolidated table to show how respondents field text sets fitted into the 
16 possible codes according to the colour coding that I had chosen. These tables are 
presented in Chapter 5 in the section named ‘Thematic findings’.  
 
An initial thematic map is shown in chapter 5 (5.4.1) as Figure 8 which depicts how I 
organised the sixteen codes into themes. In order to answer my research question, I 
organised the themes to answer them. Some initial codes went on to form main themes 
and others went on to form sub-themes. Some were discarded. Some themes did not 
seem to belong anywhere, and so I elected to name these under a theme called 
‘miscellaneous’. This theme did not feature any further as aspects of this theme did 






4.2.1.4 Review themes 
I reviewed the themes by checking if they worked in relation to the coded extracts 
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). I coded and refined until nothing meaningful could be added. 
I generated a developed thematic map of the analysis - see chapter 5 (5.4.1) as 
depicted in Figure 9. I ensured that the themes cohered meaningfully and that there 
were clear and identifiable distinctions between themes.  
 
4.2.1.5 Defining and naming themes 
I defined and named the themes and continued with analysis to refine each theme and 
understand the overall story that the analysis was telling (Braun & Clarke, 2006). I 
generated clear names for each theme which was represented as the final thematic 
map (see Chapter 5 – 5.4.1 – Figure 10). 
 
4.2.1.6 Produce the report  
I produced the thematic analysis (Part 2 - Chapter Five) by providing the themes and 
sub-themes according to my research questions. Under each theme, I provided a 
selection of vivid and compelling extract examples to answer my research question. 
The links to literature and recommendations for practice are discussed in Chapter Six. 
 
The themes resulted in final “thematic patterns” (Henning, Van Rensburg & Smit, 
2004:106). These themes are depicted in Table 9, Chapter 5 (5.4.1).  
Significant to the themes above, was the fact that the identities of the respondents 






This chapter detailed the steps that were taken to conduct a narrative and thematic 
analysis.  
To craft the narrative portraits I used Mishler’s (1995) typology of analysis for narrative 
analysis to provide structure for each portrait. In addition, I used the guidelines for 
crafting narratives of various narrative authors (Bruner, 1987; Bolivar, 2002; Goldsteijn 
& Wright, 2013; Kim, 2016; Maitlis, 2012; Riessman, 2008; and Somekh & Lewin, 
2011) to ensure narrative portrait findings that would be accepted by the academic 
community. 
In conducting the thematic analysis, I used Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic 
analysis. The steps that were taken to arrive at themes for discussion were ensuring 
that I was familiar with the field texts, generating initial codes, searching for themes, 
and defining and naming themes.  
In the following chapter, the seven individual narrative portraits are presented as Part 
1 of the findings.  Thematic analysis across the seven respondents are also 
presented to determine Part 2 findings. As identity has been defined as the stories  
that people tell, my research question: “What do first-year students’ transition 
narratives reveal about their emerging student identities?” are addressed in Chapter 
Five as findings. 
By using both narrative analysis (Mishler, 1995), and thematic analysis (Braun & 
Clarke, 2006),  vertical analysis through individual accounts as well as a horizontal 
analysis across the seven respondents was possible. In this way, the narratives 




for a rich description of the field texts by identifying, analysing, and reporting of themes 
which emerged across all of the seven respondents. 
What follow in Chapter Five are the presentations of the seven individual narrative 


















CHAPTER 5 – PRESENTATION OF FINDINGS 
 Introduction 
The previous chapter focused on the methods used in the analysis of the various field 
texts in this study. The field texts resulted in a substantial amount of field text data 
being collected.  These texts were analysed and used to create both individual 
portraits as well as to identify themes across the various portraits.  This chapter 
provides the results of these analyses, and the purpose of this chapter is to answer 
the research questions which have been provided again below:   
“What do first-year students’ transition narratives reveal about their emerging student 
identities?” 
The following two questions were formulated as research sub-questions to guide me 
as researcher throughout my study: 
-  What are the first-year experience stories narrated by students in South African 
higher education?   
- What are the common identity themes of first-year students based on their 
  narratives of first-year higher education experience?  
 
The research questions were investigated narratively and thematically through my field 
text sets, which consisted of interviews, photographs, transcriptions of conversations 
whilst drawing  pictures, focus group discussion, and personal reflections on sharing 




This chapter therefore presents the findings in the form of seven narrative portraits 
(Part 1), and then findings that emanated from the results of the thematic analysis 
(Part 2) across respondents’ narratives. Here, I used Braun and Clarke’s (2006) 
thematic analysis where the focus was placed on themes found across the content of 
all respondents’ narrations of their first-year experience. 
 Introducing seven narrative portraits  
Although dated and written many years ago, John Spradley’s (1979) statement on why 
narrative research offers great potential, positively re-confirmed my primary decision 
to craft the narrative portraits:  
 I want to understand the world from your point of view. I want to know what you 
know in the way you know it. I want to understand the meaning of your 
experience, to walk in your shoes, to feel things as you feel them, to explain 
things as you explain them (Spradley, 1979:34). 
 I strove to portray the respondents’ understandings and experiences from their 
perspective in their narrative portraits.  
The following seven narrative portraits were crafted from the various field texts that 
formed part of this study.  Below, the seven narrative portraits are provided with 
individual titles for each of their stories. They are presented as Part 1 of the findings 
of this study: 
Kondwani (IR1) – “A journey of a thousand miles begins with one step”. 
Kholwa (IR4) – “Starfish, Spongebob and Spring”. 




Tammy (IR9) – “It was a rollercoaster!” 
John (IR10) – “Go out and conquer – fit those puzzle pieces together”. 
Abikanile (IR11) – “Breathe and relax…” 
Kumba (IR12) – “Moving mountains”.  
 Respondents’ first-year experience stories presented as narrative 
portraits. 
 Narrative portrait of Kondwani (IR1): 
A journey of a thousand miles begins with 
one step. 
Abstract and orientation 
Kondwani is a Zambian student. She commenced her studies in the information 
technology stream of the foundation programme in July 2015. At the time of first 
meeting Kondwani and interviewing her, she was in her fourth month of higher 
education studies. My second interaction with her took place just after she had 
completed her first year of study in the foundation programme in June 2016.  
Despite having a frantic start to her studies, by being sent home to Zambia from 
Johannesburg to apply for her study visa before the semester started, Kondwani got 
through her first year of study through her faith in God, and her friendly, quiet 
confidence and determination. This allowed her to make friends and take charge of 
situations. She was tested by academic pressures and loneliness, and she missed her 
family. She seemed to carry many worries on her shoulders, and felt the need to 
always take responsibility for everything and to do even better. She was the first-born 
child in her family and the first to study in higher education, which placed much 
pressure on her as she wanted her family to be proud of her. She was an individual 




towards her family and herself as a student, her story is one of enduring, and 
overcoming the obstacles she faced. She was confident enough to evaluate her new 
campus, and made suggestions for improvement based on her experiences. 
Moreover, her story is one of personal transformation through persevering through her 
personal and academic challenges over her first year of study. 
Although Kondwani’s home country was Zambia, she wanted to complete her higher 
education studies in South Africa.  Her sister’s friend had studied at MSA. Kondwani 
was aware of the international standing of her anticipated qualification at MSA, as it 
was associated with the Monash Australia brand. She related that she had applied to 
enrol for a certain degree at MSA but was unsuccessful. She was offered a place for 
her second choice of study. She attributed being accepted as a sign from God – that 
she had been accepted for a reason. 
Kondwani felt let down by the institution upon her first arrival on campus a week before 
classes began. She was told by the institutional admissions staff members that she 
should have arranged her own study visa in Zambia before coming to MSA – it could 
not be done in South Africa. She was only given one week by MSA to arrange her 
study visa, police permit, and to gain health clearance in Zambia, which was extremely 
stressful for her: “There was so much involved and there was so much up and down 
movement, and the expenses.  I had come to South Africa, I had to fly back to Zambia 
and then do all those things. It required money. It was so intense - that was quite a 
challenge.  The whole study permit thing drew me back.  I almost lost hope.  There 
was so little time and then we were told that the permit would take a week…I didn’t 
think that the university would accept me as I would be late by then…” (IT, p.20).  In 
this process, she missed the full week of orientation prior to the formal start of the 
semester start and almost the whole first week of classes. Through this she explained 
that she knew that she had missed a lot of vital information. She narrated: “… when I 
came back, I found out that I was a week late, and I was slacking a bit, especially in 
different subjects.  Because the lecturers had already covered the introductory week 
it was hard for me”. (IT, p.21). 
Kondwani’s photograph that reminded her of her first year, depicted her sitting in an 
airplane as she embarked on her initial journey from Zambia to study at MSA. She 




behind, but she was excited at the prospect of the new life journey ahead of her – she 
knew that it would be a challenging road ahead. It was her first step in a “journey of a 
thousand miles”. 
 
Figure 1 - Photograph that reminded Kondwani of her first-year experience 
Complicating actions and evaluation 
Kondwani summed up her first few months of being a student as MSA as, “…an up 
and down experience from the time I enrolled to actually getting here. Finding friends 
was difficult, just getting to know the place. When I arrived on campus for the first time 
it was my first day of ever being in South Africa. I’ve never been here.  So being in a 
new place, a new environment, was kind of difficult…. integrating with people…” (IT, 
p. 2). However, she did not give up: “eventually with trying, I got used to everything.  It 
was very difficult, the technology and everything, everything was so new to me, and 
the whole experience itself.  With time I ended up making friends. The subjects that 
we do here were a challenge as well, but with time I got used to it.” (IT, p.2). 
At the outset of her studies she experienced extreme homesickness: “I thought that 
maybe this wasn’t the place for me” (IT, p.3). “I missed being with my family and 




everything, and I just became so emotional.  I felt like I was enclosed in a certain box 
- I really needed someone to talk to.  I had no-one to talk to at that moment.” (IT, p.3). 
Family bonds and her responsibilities to her family weighed heavily on Kondwani in 
her first year. She alluded to the possible sacrifices that her family had made to allow 
her to study. Furthermore, she was the eldest child in the family and felt the need to 
be a good example to her siblings and make her parents proud of her: “My parents 
bringing me here is… it’s a lot, and I just put that into consideration and know at the 
end of the day, I’m not only doing this for myself, but for my family back home. Being 
the first-born brings many challenges with it.  At the end of the day, you’re going to 
make your parents proud.  So, I put that into consideration” (IT,p.4). Her strong sense 
of duty to her family and to herself as a student was illustrated as she recalled her 
father saying, ‘(Kondwani), you have to study at a certain point’ (IT, p.3). She admitted 
that often she would rather feel like watching a movie rather than work, but she 
inherently knew that this was wrong: “Then I think about it and no, this is wrong.  I 
need to manage my time wisely, my studies come first, and to do this… there are 
certain things I would want to do, but then I would think about it, and know at the end 
of the day I am a student and I should know why I am here” (IT, p.5). 
She elaborated on her innate sense of duty to herself, almost as a reminder to not 
forget her responsibilities and to stay determined to succeed: “I can be too relaxed 
sometimes.  I forget where I am or where I’m coming from, and then sometimes I still 
need someone to tell me… you are at a different place now, so you must wake up and 
do things differently.  It’s not where you were before.  This is now different, so you 
must wake up.  It’s still constantly a reminder that I still must push myself.” (IT, p.11).   
It had been difficult getting to know her peers in her section of campus residence. She 
related that they interacted well every day back in residence after classes but 
ultimately each of the six of them in her wing of residence, all from different countries 
or regions and studying different degrees in varying years, went back to their individual 
rooms every day and closed their doors. Getting to know her residence peers was a 
challenge: “Everyone is in their own world.  You can’t go and knock on someone’s 
door and talk to them because everyone seems to close you out.” (IT, p.14).  With 
perseverance she had managed to break down barriers and got to know each of them.  




students who were from Zambia and beyond. They helped her to fit in and to 
appreciate things more. She came to a realisation soon into her first semester: “I’m 
actually at university.  I have to take things as they are, and just accept that I’m at this 
place now, and appreciate the moment.” (IT, p.4). 
She narrated having difficulties with her new best friend but relied on her faith in God 
to help her through difficult situations: “It’s been hard, in terms of communication.  
There are so many times where maybe things haven’t really gone exactly the way I 
hoped they would go – and this impacts on my mood” (IT, p.13). Facing difficulties like 
this she turned to God and talked to Him: “…in certain situations that you can’t 
control...I talk to God about it…I leave everything in God’s hands.  I know that I can’t 
control everything, only He knows and… I should accept that everything happens for 
a reason.” (IT, p.13). 
Her faith in God was also illustrated in her conversation whilst drawing her ‘‘river of 
life’’ while conversing with Kumba (IR12). Kondwani asked her how she had come to 
study at MSA. Kumba engaged in a long narrative about her journey prior to enrolling 
at the campus. Kondwani listened with patience and interest. She asked Kumba if she 
felt that perhaps God was trying to give her a sign by closing all other opportunities for 
study for her but opening the door to MSA: “…aren’t you like… ‘Okay God, maybe you 
are trying to show me a sign like…okay, that wasn’t for me – I kept on trying but He 
kept closing the door instead? Your plans are not God’s plans” (CWD: 00:28:11). 
Reflecting on her personal experiences in settling down at MSA, she advised that 
extra-curricular activities (of which MSA did not have enough of) would help students 
to interact with others and integrate: “Because when a new student comes here, it’s 
hard for them to blend in and become friends with others…if we had a wide range of 
activities , like friends with… those activities that they would put, people would learn 
to know each other.  They would get to know each other on a personal level…that’s 
how friendships are created” (IT, p.18). She provided suggestions for residence 
activities, such as a movie night or a variety show to help students get to know each 
other. From her feelings of loneliness and isolation initially as a foreign student she re-
verbalised what she had felt before: “Everyone is just in their own world. No-one is 




through, because we all just care about our own problems.  We don’t tend to care 
about other people’s problems.” (IT, p.19). 
Kondwani provided her insights and advice to the institution regarding meals which 
were not catered for residence students. Being in a private institution Kondwani 
remarked that they paid higher fees, yet the campus was much smaller than what she 
expected – she thought there may have been franchised food outlets.  With higher 
fees, she felt that as a residence student there should have at least been a cafeteria 
which fed students daily at no extra cost. Although Kondwani had a kitchen to prepare 
food in residence, she indicated that students tended to purchase ‘ready prepared’ 
food from the campus which was an extra expense for them and parents and therefore 
an injustice. 
As Kondwani settled in to her life as a first-year student, she experienced the cultural 
diversity on campus positively: “meeting people from different cultures - that was 
interesting, different cultures, not only people from my country, but people from 
Malawi, Angola, and Mozambique.  It was good…to blend in and come together, 
despite coming from different countries and different backgrounds, that stood out for 
me” (IT. p.3). 
Kondwani experienced a vast difference between being at high school and being in 
higher education. She recounted: “it’s so different from the way it is in high school.  In 
university you are your own person, your own parent.  Decisions are made with you.  
There’s no-one who’s going to come and tell you, ‘you have to do this, you have to 
study, its different from the way it was in high school’, in high school your parents 
would force you to do something.  At school you’ve got someone who’s imposing so 
much on you, but in university the decision is all up to you”. (IT, p.4). She narrated 
further: “You must make your own decisions.  And at the end of the day, you are 
responsible for your actions, so you must keep that in mind. I’ve learnt so much.  I’ve 
learned to be independent, responsible with the decisions that I make…the decisions 
that I make are not only for myself, but from where I’m coming from as well.” (IT,p. 4)  
She gave the example of the new responsibility of having to cook for herself which she 




She felt a strong sense of academic competition with her peers in class. She was 
acutely aware that some students were weaker or stronger than her academically and 
this bothered her. She felt that students from different countries gained better or worse 
marks: “…we all don’t think the same, you know we are at different levels.  So, it’s 
been hard competing with others…you want to rise above that and compete with that 
person” (IT, p.12). At the outset of her studies she found academic work difficult. She 
was managing her english subject well but felt that her mathematics results were not 
impressive. She found it difficult to see her peers passing the mathematics subject yet 
she was not: “…it was depressing to know that this one did well, this one did well, and 
everyone is asking, did you pass and everything?” (IT, p.12).  
She had found her particular studies as a first-year information technology student 
demanding: “I wouldn’t say that it’s a smooth walk in the park – it’s challenging, but it 
is good to do something that challenges you…” (IT, p.13) She described the 
importance of doing something that is out of one’s comfort zone – something that will 
push a person. She expressed her distaste for other students when they seemed 
shocked that she was studying a difficult degree like information technology. She 
explained that she always answered such students by saying: “Guys, learn to 
understand someone before you have this mentality of ‘why are you studying this or 
that?’ No! If you enjoy it, you enjoy it – that’s you!” (CWD; 00:42:24).  
She described her difficulty in seeking support for her academic work that she was 
struggling with: “...I was too shy to ask someone, because maybe I would be 
embarrassed…but I’m learning to reach out for help. I went to find a tutor who has 
really helped me, it’s helped me in my grades as well… I am doing better now, than 
previously, with his help. I am doing my best not to be reluctant – but rather to push 
and give it my all” (IT, p.11). She also added that joining study groups had helped her: 
“…through the exchanging of knowledge, you learn something at the end of the day” 
(IT, p.7). 
She felt that her lecturers were not living up to her expectations as she felt that they 
were being ‘spoon-fed’. She expressed her frustrations: “We need to be pushed to 
become independent and learn how to do things on our own – not spoon-fed, because 
students tend to become comfortable” (IT, p.16). She knew that she was becoming 




the lecturer would always work through the task with them. She felt that this made her 
and other students lazy: “…even if I don’t answer my work, she (the lecturer) won’t 
check.  I’ll go back to class and then we’ll just go through the work together. Students 
tend to be comfortable, because we know at the end of the day it will be given to us 
on a silver platter.  We won’t have to stress or work hard …” (IT, p.17). 
Reaching out to certain lecturers was a challenge for Kondwani: “I’ve never really gone 
for academic consultations with lecturers.  There’s that certain fear in me. I fear that 
they wouldn’t approach me in a manner that I would hope for them to approach me in 
and help me in a certain situation.  Maybe in class it’s a different story - they would be 
obliged to help because it’s their job. I fear that it wouldn’t be the same if I approached 
them on a one-on-one basis – maybe they wouldn’t give their best, maybe it would be 
different from the way it is in class.” (IT.p.14). Despite not feeling that her lecturers 
were approachable, she had a clear sense of what was expected of her as a student: 
“They expect us to work hard, to persevere, to understand why we are here and not 
be to get into a comfort zone – if you fail here, it’s because of that – we have all the 
resources we need to succeed. Students need to abide by the rules and regulations 
that have been put forth” (IT, p.16).  
Kondwani’s personal strengths played a pivotal role in helping her to successfully 
navigate her first year in higher education. She explained that she could: “…relate with 
almost everyone” (IT, p.9) and described herself as a person that made others feel 
comfortable to confide in her even though they might not have known her for a long 
time. She felt that she could integrate well with others (IT, p.9). Thinking aloud she 
recalled: “…when I am challenged by something I rise above the situation. I don’t let 
the challenge defeat me” (IT, p.9). She explained that she had two sisters – one of 
them was close to her father and one of them was close to her mother. If there was 
ever an argument at home, she was the neutral one and was able to contribute to 
harmonious living at home: “I want peace at the end of the day because when there’s 
so much going on around me, I tend to panic.  I don’t feel at peace, my heart is never 
at peace. But I guess it helps me at the end of the day, I know I’m stronger than what 
I think I am, and I can rise above anything” (IT, p.10).   
Kondwani reflected that being in higher education had been a transformative 




become the person that I am – physically, emotionally and intellectually”. (IT. p,5).  On 
an emotional level, she felt that she had grown from the point of view that had forged 
new relationships. She was shy to admit this. When probed about this she shyly 
admitted that she had entered a relationship with a male student. She also felt that her 
relationships with friends and family had changed: “It’s strengthened the bonds that I 
have with people.  It’s helped me to realise and appreciate what I have or the people 
around me.  We shouldn’t really take the people around us for granted.  Appreciate 
them, especially when they are with you through thick and thin, you just owe it to them, 
to appreciate them”. (IT, p.6) 
Intellectually, she admitted that her previous way of thinking was far too comfortable 
for her: “I was in this comfort zone, where I needed so much to be done for me, but 
now I’m learning to do things on my own.” (IT, p.6). She added: “…I don’t really have 
to depend on anyone - I am learning to be a risk taker and learning to do things on my 
own.  Even if they are challenging, I believe I will grow and learn something at the end 
of the day.” (IT, p.6 - 7). 
Kondwani revealed more about herself in her conversations whilst drawing her ‘‘river 
of life’’ with other respondents. Having the opportunity to draw, took Kumba and 
Kondwani back to their childhoods at school. Kondwani contributed to the conversation 
with her outgoing, friendly nature and agreed that it brought back fond childhood 
memories (CWD, 00:29:24). What stood out in Kondwani’s conversations while 
drawing, was her politeness, turn-taking at conversation and including both Michael 
(IR8) and Kumba (IR12) in conversation throughout the time they had to complete their 
drawings. She was engaged positively in the activity of drawing her ‘river of life’, asking 
questions and gaining clarity initially to make sure that she was on the right track and 
indicated: “I’m just having fun…that’s the point at the end of the day (laughter)” (CWD; 
00:30:13). 
Kondwani initiated a more in-depth discussion with Kumba (IR12), who came from 
Liberia (CWD, 00:39:34). She was most excited to meet a student from Liberia and 
was naturally curious about her country. Kondwani explained to her that culturally, 
Zambian males were much louder than Zambian females: “I’m sorry but they are” but 
that Zimbabwean students were even louder; “I have friends from Zimbabwe, but they 




Kondwani presented first to the focus group out of the seven respondents. She set the 
tone by indicating that it would be better to stand while she presented her drawing.  
(FGP: 01:14:04). Her presentation focused on what she had drawn rather than on 
telling the story of her first year, despite various prompts and numerous questions from 
respondents. As a result, her presentation perhaps lacked the richness of some of the 
other respondents’ descriptions of experience. Perhaps this stemmed from the fact 
that she was the first respondent in the group to present her ‘river of life’ drawing and 
felt cautious about how much she should share with her peers. 
 





Figure 3 - Kondwani presenting her first-year experience 
She pointed out the various literal aspects of her drawing saying things like: “We have 
the sun, the clouds, there’s a tree, the river, there’s a quote and there’s me” (FGP; 
01:17:10). She indicated that the sun depicted her positive moments and the clouds 
depicted the moments that had been hard for her. At the same time the green leaves 
depicted her positive times and the yellow leaves were her more negative times during 
her first year. Despite hardships she had managed to move forward and overcome 
them. She mentioned that she had been scraped by the brown rocks in her river as 
her journey had not been easy: “It’s been very overwhelming…” (FGP; 01:16:29). She 
only made mention of different experiences but did not seem to want to divulge too 
much detail to the group. She shared that she had a challenging first year and so 
included writing in a quote on her drawing that read: “A journey of a thousand miles 
begins with one step”. She qualified this by saying that she had not given up even 
though her year had not been easy – she had experienced difficulties of her own. She 
attributed her faith in God for getting her through her first year: “He’s seen me through 
my journey”. She explained that even though this was not depicted on her drawing: “I 
didn’t really know how to fuse him in…” (FGP; 01:18:59) 
Resolution and coda 
In the focus group discussion, Kondwani reflected on the day spent together with me 
and the six other respondents.  She narrated: “I really didn’t know what to expect and 
I was a bit nervous of how things were going to turn out. I wondered if I would be 
comfortable with the other respondents because I did not know any of them. I was 




comfortable to express myself. Listening to  everyone’s different experiences has been 
a good thing. Despite the different challenges that we’ve all faced – yes, they broke 
us down – but we all have that positivity in us – the fighting spirit that things will get 
better. We all fall, lying in different places, but we’re still getting back up to try to see 
the good in it. So, it’s good to see that through these different challenges that we are 
all growing in different aspects of our lives.” (FGD, 02:19:37). 
Kondwani’s written reflection is presented verbatim: My experience of first year 
through being a participant in your research was so overwhelming. From the last time 
I was interviewed until our last encounter with you, I have been through so many 
changes as an individual. By this, I mean that I’ve grown through the different 
challenges or experiences I faced from my foundation program through to starting my 
undergraduate degree. From the activity we had on that day, telling our stories through 
a drawing was a first-time experience as I had never done it before. In the beginning I 
did not know how to go about it but eventually I got the hang of it and found it easy to 
tell my story through a drawing.  
Being able to share my story through the drawing with others was nice because it 
helped me to open up and share the experiences that I had during my first year. On 
the other hand, hearing other people’s stories through their drawings was great 
because it made me realise that we all go through similar experiences at the end of 
the day. There’s so much value in sharing stories of our experiences in first year. It 
helps us relate to one another in the sense that you as an individual are not the only 
one going through that problem or situation – even if you feel that you are alone – 
others are going through the same things. When we share our experiences with 
others, it helps us to know that we can all get through it and try to help each other. A 
problem shared, is a problem solved. What I really learnt from the others is that despite 
the different encounters we faced, we all grew and continued pushing ourselves 
through. We all tried to be positive about things at the end of the day. We all had a 
mindset of putting academic work as our main priority but also remembered that we 
have a social life. Our social lives allow us to meet people that help us or teach us 
different lessons. Through this we continue to discover who we are, knowing that we 





At the time of finalising this study Kondwani had switched from her original plan of 
completing her Bachelor of Computer and Information Science degree to a Bachelor 
of Business Science degree. She was on track to complete this degree by the end of 
2020. 
 Narrative portrait for Kholwa (IR4)  
Starfish, Spongebob and Spring. 
Abstract and orientation 
Kholwa is a South African student. She commenced her studies in the social science 
stream of the foundation programme in July 2015. At the time of first meeting Kholwa 
and interviewing her she was in her fourth month of studies in higher education. She 
immediately struck me as a mature, soft-spoken young lady with a quiet confidence. 
In all my interactions with her she displayed sound reasoning, determination, and 
resilience to successfully navigate her first year of higher education study. 
Her colourful yet honest narrative portrait portrays the journey of her first year in higher 
education. Her journey was riddled with both positive and negative experiences. 
Although her path prior to her enrolment at MSA was challenging, she made a positive 
start with her studies, as she enjoyed her lecturers, access to tutors, extra-mural 
activities, and felt welcome and in the right place at her new place of study. However, 
as the year progressed, she had to navigate a challenging personal and academic 
journey. She dealt with friendship issues, endured high academic demands, survived 
academic setbacks, and experienced some of her lecturers in a negative light. In 
addition, circumstances at home added to her difficulties. Although tumultuous, she 
downplayed the challenges she encountered and always returned with a positive story 
of how she overcame these, displaying inner strengths.  Her strong religious faith, 
close-knit family, courage, and ability to bounce back from challenging events stand 
out in this portrait.  
Kholwa experienced a few bumps in the road prior to her enrolment. She related 
academic setbacks at school which affected her university choices despite being a 




to have an average of 90 percent. So, my average was 70 percent, not 90 percent, so 
I couldn't do the eighth subject. So, I couldn't do life science. And when I graduated 
from high school I…tried applying at (names of numerous higher education 
institutions)” (FGP, 01:58:46). Her dream was to study medicine and become a neuro-
paediatrician. “But then they (university admissions staff) said I did not have life 
science, so they didn't take me. I even tried nursing. But then for nursing I had to study 
on a Saturday, but because of my religious beliefs I said, "Uh uh, I can't" (FGP, 
01:58:49).  
She described her feelings of despair at not being able to find an institution to study at 
which would allow her to pursue a career in health sciences. Her world was filled with 
metaphoric, dark clouds as she strove to navigate a way into an appropriate higher 
education course of study. She referred to her drawing: “... so this is a dark cloud 
where you're feeling depressed. I have not been able to find a school, that is the cloud 
behind the mountains. And then the river is just me trying to get a way to finding a 
school – to my ‘river of life’.” (FGP, 01:58:55).    
Physically visiting various higher education institutions to inquire about study options 
had proven stressful and traumatic for her. She felt berated by admissions staff when 
going to institutions being accompanied by her parents. She recounted the callous 
words of some admissions staff members: “Why are your parents still treating you as 
a baby by coming with you to find out about university?” (IT, p.12). Similarly, when she 
applied at institutions in person on her own, she was made to feel like an invisible child 
who couldn’t speak up for herself. She felt ignored and alone. 
Yet, being the determined, positive person she was, she saw a ‘silver lining’ and 
portrayed this in her drawing: “…And then here (pointing to the trees just under the 
mountain), I've got trees that look like autumn - you know when leaves fall out and it's 
about to be spring?” (FGP, 01:58:55) Despite seeing the future as bleak for herself, 
she anticipated that through the negativity something good had to be coming that 
would give her a way forward for her studies. She also knew that she had the support 
of a loving family who encouraged her as she travelled this difficult period of her life: 
“So this represents an opportunity that was coming, but I didn't know about it and this 
(pointing to the trees and flowers under the mountain) represents - everybody was 




until you find what you want and then you'll get it, you'll get it’ (FGP, 02:01:26). She 
indicated that everything was darker at the beginning of her drawing to show how 
depressed she was at this stage. She portrayed herself in her drawing as something 
inert, something that was dying – a broken, dying tree: “Everything said - it seemed to 
be like - everybody's just moving on, and I'm just standing still. There was this log here. 
And this dead log stands for me, not being able to move forward” (FGP, 01:59:43). 
She depicted her search for a higher education institution in her drawing as traversing 
across many mountains which were possible options for her. Kholwa’s metaphor of 
being a mountaineer conjured up thoughts of difficulty - physical and emotional strain, 
and being unable to control external influences such as weather or circumstances – in 
Kholwa’s case – coming to terms with the fact that her marks would not allow her to 
pursue her first choice of studies and searching for a way to ensure a positive outcome.    
When she started inquiring about studying at MSA, she felt comfortable with 
admissions staff members who were calm and friendly. She did not feel as tense as 
she had when applying at other institutions: “You know some people - they just do 
work because it has to be done. But they (MSA admissions staff) look like they enjoy 
what they’re doing…when they helped me, I actually felt like I went there I actually got 
help.” (IT, p.13). She was impressed with the application process which was very 
quick: “…if everything is going to be this efficient then I think I’m going to like this 
school”. (IT, p. 2).   
Based on her school-leaving results Kholwa was advised and offered a place in the 
social science stream of the foundation programme.  She was advised to choose this 
stream rather than the health sciences stream.  She accepted this offer and opted to 
major in psychology as it had some correlation to what she had hoped to study; “…it 
has to do with a bit of brain work so I can study psychology" (FGP, 02:02:15). She 
excitedly shared emotion with the rest of the group whilst presenting her drawing as 
she related being accepted to study at MSA. She pointed to the colourful flowers that 
she had drawn in her picture after the broken tree; “And then I got accepted so these 
flowers, it’s like something that's blooming, it's becoming bright...and yes, happy, and 
there's a sun right there showing that my future is getting brighter. This big mountain 
is MSA. I made it a big mountain because it's not only recognised in South Africa. Your 




these flowers stand for the fact that I've got greater opportunities available wider than 
just in South Africa. So, I was happy, and the many flowers are growing, and they are 
opportunities that are coming…” (FGP, 02:03:09). 
Despite her excitement and positivity at knowing that she could move forward in her 
life as a higher education student, not being able to study in the field of health sciences 
still gnawed at her. She drew a brain near the top of her drawing with a vertebra from 
a spinal cord. She explained this to show her frustration with her studies as she was 
not studying her chosen field of medicine or psychology, which had to do with how the 
brain functioned. She had become depressed and arrived at MSA at a low point in her 
life; “When I got here, I was very depressed…I had stayed at home for six months 
without finding a school.” (IT, p.2).  
 





Figure 5 - Kholwa presenting her first-year experience 
Complicating actions and evaluation  
Kholwa commenced her studies late and missed the orientation week because she 
“had a little bit of a financial problem…but then I was able to start at the beginning of 
Week 1 with everyone else”. (IT, p.2). She had to wait for her father to pay her fees 
first. She acknowledged that missing orientation week had placed her at a 
disadvantage in starting her first semester on a sound footing; “I’m not sure if I didn’t 
get it because I was not in the orientation…but finding the lectures was difficult.” (IT, 
p. 15); “…the problem was finding the buildings - the room where I’m actually going…” 
(IT, p. 3). Although her lecturers were kind to her, she stressed about how her lecturers 
would react when she arrived late due to being lost; “I was afraid that the lecturer 
would shout at me or something like that” (IT, p. 15).   
Despite this initial hiccup at the start of her semester, Kholwa’s first few months as a 
first-year student progressed well. 
She was impressed with her new lecturers when she met them; “Okay, these people 
are nice. That’s nice”. Initially she said that none of them were bad (IT, p.3). Her and 
a fellow student, who had commenced study a semester prior to Kholwa, discussed 
their lecturers. Although her fellow student had undergone a bad experience with a 
lecturer, Kholwa had not. She described her lecturers as nice ladies without mood 
issues who were prepared to help her with any academic queries. She added that they 
were understanding. She narrated an event where after a week of submitting an 




submitting the final copy.  Her lecturer understood her predicament and stress and 
allowed her to submit the correct version without penalty. 
Kholwa related the story of her first academic consultation with a lecturer which was 
positive. The lecturer showed her what to do in relation to her questions. As a result, 
it was easier for her to do what was expected of her for tasks in this subject. Positively 
she thought: “I think I’m going to like Monash. It’s not stressful...” (IT, p.4). She 
wondered what it would have been like to be at another higher education institution if 
she did not receive academic assistance like this.  
She was intrigued with the notion of having tutors, free of charge, who would support 
her in her academic studies and felt that their support would aid in her improving her 
marks. She made up her mind that she would find these tutors and work with them. 
Kholwa’s narratives make many references back to high school, as this was likely her 
most recent reference point for comparison. She related that in high school, tutors 
were not available – if you wanted extra one-on-one assistance it would be necessary 
to hire a private person and pay them for their services.  
Her expectations were also exceeded by the fact that she was given the opportunity 
to provide feedback per semester on her learning experience with her lecturers and 
about the relevance of her course content. 
The extra-curricular activities available at campus had made a positive impression on 
her. She described the first Career Fair that she attended in her first semester: “Let’s 
go!” I was telling my friend. My friend was lazy. She replied, “Okay fine. I’m leaving 
you and I’m going” (IT, p.13). Her self-confidence in attending on her own paid off. An 
employer, invited as a guest speaker, advised the students not to play around when 
they were paying high fees for study and encouraged them to be determined to do 
better than average in their studies. The words of the employer resonated with her and 
motivated her: “I’ve always been told that I’ve got potential to do well so let me just try 
and use this potential and see if it’s going to work.” (IT, p.13). 
She felt welcome in her new environment with people who treated her well: “You 
know…, even the lecturers and the people who work in the tuck shop - they don’t treat 
you as if you are just someone who is lost and you’re just disturbing life. Everyone is 




knowledge of how you are supposed to do things. People here are different compared 
to other universities.” (IT, p13)   
Kholwa felt that her decision to study at MSA had been a good one. She felt glad that 
she was out of school and made numerous comparisons in her initial months of first 
year to other students that were not having the same affirming experiences as her.  
Being in higher education was less stressful than being in high school. She had felt 
that high school was pressured. Higher education for her felt more relaxed as lecturers 
did not constantly tell her what to do and when to do it. She felt that she had learned 
the rules for higher education at school already. Her teachers at school had explained: 
“This is how they are going to mark your work. This is how they are going to do it. This 
is how you must conduct yourself and you must be on time and you must do this and 
this and this, so I thought it was going to be a stress and it was going to be hard.” (IT, 
p. 4). She made the comparison of the situation between herself and friends who were 
studying at other higher education institutions who were struggling with large amounts 
of difficult work and experiencing adjustment issues to higher education and felt 
differently to them: “No guys! My experience is just different. It’s a little bit easier than 
high school.” (IT, p.4). She felt that her lecturers explained the work in detail and 
provided them with handy tips to ensure good academic outcomes. She felt, once 
again, that her schooling had prepared her well for her studies: “…I’m like; ‘I got it! I 
still remember what I learned in high school” (IT, p.16). She indicated the value of 
having received a unit guide (a guide plotting out learning outcomes, weekly topics, 
prescribed, and recommended readings, assignment topics, and assessment 
breakdowns) for each subject, which assisted her in planning her time more effectively. 
She reasoned that the methods employed in teaching in higher education were better 
than at high school. In her final two years of high school her time was peppered with 
extra mural activities, projects, and tests with few breaks in between. By comparison, 
her higher education lecturers worked with them in-depth in classes and she was not 
bogged down with other activities she deemed unimportant. She provided an example 
of a lecturer who taught them how to do paraphrasing and summaries. Although 
Kholwa had done this work at high school, the lecturer went through the exercise with 
them, line by line, in detail, to ensure that they all understood.  She compared doing 




summary and then expect them to complete a few in their own time for homework and 
if they did not complete it, “then you would get a punishment, like maybe detention…” 
(IT, p.4).  
She was not finding her studies overly difficult: “No it’s not too easy. At university you 
must get proper facts. You don’t just take the first thing you see on the internet…your 
work, the way you write, the way you present your work, everything...it must be up to 
standard. So, it’s not that it’s easier than high school. The level of thinking is higher 
than high school but the amount of pressure that they give us is less you see.” (IT. p. 
5) 
A friend who was studying at another higher education institution had told her of the 
extremely high numbers of students in his lectures.  She was pleased that her biggest 
lecture had around one hundred students. The smaller campus with fewer students 
contributed to her positive teaching and learning experience: “We are able to go to our 
lecturers for assistance after our classes. We know the lecturer’s offices. If we have a 
problem, we can tell them: ‘Ma’am this is my problem. I need you to help me with this, 
this and that’, and then they will help you. They give us guidelines so when one leaves 
their office, you’ve received help, and you can actually work with it and it can help you 
for the rest of your life.” (IT, p.13). She felt that the lecturers removed unnecessary 
stress from students and the lines of communication between students and lecturers 
and administrative staff worked well.  
She felt luckier to be a student at MSA compared to another friend who was studying 
at another university saying, “…he has probably had a bad experience compared to 
mine…” (IT, p.16). He had been a top academic student at school. Kholwa had stayed 
in touch with him on Facebook and saw one of his posts that read; “You know,  if I just 
received 50 percent for this subject I’d be the happiest person in life” (IT, p.16). She 
replied to him; “…but you’re a top academic, why would you have such a problem?” 
He replied, “No - university is something else” (IT, p.16). 
Kholwa made a comparison to a large South African university where her mother had 
studied previously. She had accompanied her mother to this campus many times and 
observed that participation by students in extra-curricular events was low.  She 




MSA due to good communication and smaller student numbers. She gave numerous 
examples of cultural, academic, and social events that she had been part of, where 
very high numbers of students had participated and enjoyed the occasions. She felt 
that the institution expected her to immerse herself into her studies but allowed her to 
have a social life too. She had appreciated one of her lecturers guiding them in class 
through a time management exercise, where she had been able to plot how she would 
manage her time realistically during her first year. 
However, as the year progressed her academic studies and social life came to the 
fore. From a start where she felt she had control, things started to change – worries 
and complications set in to her personal and academic life. 
The issue of friendships was a topic that recurred throughout Kholwa’s narrations of 
her first-year experience. She admitted that when she was at school, she was a very 
bubbly person but when she commenced her studies at MSA she struggled to find 
friends (FGP, 02:03:22).  Despite this struggle, she stood by her values and beliefs in 
the type of friends she chose when she commenced study: “I told myself when I got 
here, ‘I’m not just going to have any type of friend.’ That’s what I told myself. ‘I can’t 
just choose anyone, especially people that smoke. I don’t like people that smoke’” (IT, 
p.6). As a result, she spent almost five to seven weeks without friends. She only 
communicated with other students about work in class during this time.  
She narrated the story of a group project that she had to complete with three other 
students which would result in a presentation to the class for marks. They planned to 
come together to prepare beforehand but when they did, one student felt sick at the 
time and was rude to them. The other two girls just ‘walked away’ to complete the 
project on their own and Kholwa was left to her own devices. Kholwa expressed her 
feelings of hurt and commented: “How could these people just disappear?” (IT, p. 6). 
She explained to her lecturer that her group had disappeared. She could present on 
her own. Despite her nervousness, her presentation went well, and the ex-members 
of her group congratulated her on a job well done. Although Kholwa was able to let 
the incident go and forgive them, she thought: “No it wasn’t nice. I was nervous and I 
was shaking, and my voice was not coming out” (IT, p.6). She had persevered and 
managed to change this negative into a learning to take forward – she had had only 




that if she had prepared for her presentation four weeks ahead of time, she could have 
achieved 100%.  The incident had upset her enough though to share the experience 
with her mother who she was close to. Her mother encouraged her not to worry about 
the other students – she explained that it was just how things were in higher education. 
She indicated that she did find two friends initially, but she did not want to focus on 
friends so soon into her studies.  In her drawing she referred to a stump of a tree that 
she depicted and said it was like there was a fire: “…and the tree fell into the water 
because it's friends that I lost.” (FGD, 02:03:22). She was struggling to find a balance 
between her academic and social life. Not finding this balance, she was still alone. 
She eventually made a friend who was Nigerian. She believed that they thought in the 
same way and their maturity levels were similar.  Her friend had commented to her 
that she was surprised that Kholwa was South African and thought that she was also 
Nigerian: “Nigerian people, they enjoy taking risks. They are not afraid to just try 
something and see if it’s going to work…South African people have the potential and 
they’re very smart but sometimes they just withdraw from taking risks and all of that” 
(IT, p.7). She observed that Kholwa was prepared to take risks in order to succeed. 
Her new friend had said, “I like you because you just tell me things as they are. If you 
say to me, I’m not dressed properly today I can accept your judgement because I know 
it’s going to be true” (IT, p.12). Her friend felt the same way as she did about the 
perceived shallowness of other students.  
She experienced peer pressure from her friend but remained focused on her tasks 
whilst on campus. Her friend complained by saying: “You’re always working - like you 
always working!”. Kholwa replied; “No, I do have free time. I do have time to socialise 
but when I’m at school I must just work, because when I am at home I must relax 
because there’s nothing I can do because I don’t have internet there. The only thing I 
can do is read and study and catch up on what I haven’t done” (IT, p.6). She added; 
“…when I am at school, I must do my schoolwork and in my free time then I can do 
whatever I want.” (IT, p.10) 
Fitting in as a student was another challenging factor for Kholwa. Her appearance and 
clothes played a significant role in her experiences of everyday life as a first-year 




school uniform.  However, when she started studying, she quickly realised that she 
did not have casual clothes, nor did she wear make-up or present herself like a lot of 
the other female students did. She questioned: “Why are these people having so much 
makeup? I saw a lot of people having weaves and nails and I wondered why they 
dressed up to come to school” (IT, p.8). Although this realisation bothered her, she 
found the answers she needed from herself: “Oh my friend! Have you forgotten that 
we are in university and in university you do whatever you want? People dress. If they 
feel like they want to dress half naked they can. If they feel like they want to wear 
proper clothes they can.” (IT, p.8). When she asked a fellow student why students 
dressed up like they did she was told that students did a lot of class presentations for 
assessment purposes, so they dressed smartly for these occasions to look as 
professional and presentable as possible. 
Having natural hair, she remarked: “…to make friends they judge you from how they 
see you are. So, you see girls that have natural hair maybe... there’s few that become 
friends with you because of who you are…” (IT, p.11). In addition, she narrated: 
“…some of them are friends because they tell each other; ‘Let’s do this and let’s do 
that. We’ll go partying on this day together. We’re going to have hair like this’…you 
can actually see that they look the same, even when they don’t come to class - both 
of them don’t come the same day or they come at the same time and they always have 
to catch up at the same time. You just wonder, ‘These two are just doing all the wrong 
things at the same time together” (IT, p.12). She attributed this as a reason why it took 
her so long to make friends – she did not like the fact that they gossiped and spoke 
about things that were not going to build them up as people or students. Although she 
was resolute that she did not want to be friends with such students it was emotionally 
taxing for her: “…so it was hard because some people - they judge you from what they 
see. Let me put it that way.” (IT, p.12) 
Kholwa decided not to let these things bother her. As she observed other students and 
how they dressed she decided that: “… everyone has got their own way of dressing… 
some of them have fashion sense or should I put it that way? Or maybe they want to 
be seen. Some people are just dressing” (IT, p.9) She decided to be practical and 
dress casually for her studies every day: “You see so I had to learn how to have a 




a lot of walking around. High heeled shoes would not be practical. She relived a 
conversation that she had with her mother: “I can’t wear my dresses. Even in the taxi 
- when you sit you are worrying about this dress you are wearing because of the certain 
type of material. And then she bought me jeans. I did have jeans before, but I didn’t 
really wear them and then I started to wear them; “Okay this is university life…you 
know, I got jeans and t-shirts, I’m fine” (IT, p.9).  
In line with her narrations about her trials and tribulations about friends, Kholwa 
produced a photograph collage (Ph:IR4) which depicted her with friends at different 
events – in between classes, at birthday parties, after completing assignments and 
during campus-arranged events.   
 
Figure 6 - Photograph that reminded Kholwa of her first-year experience 
 She explained that they were all studying towards the same degree and still enjoyed 
each other’s company. She explained her choice for bringing this photograph collage 
to signify how she had gone from struggling to fit in and find friends to making a good 
friend with another female student from Nigeria. Perhaps she was trying to present a 
preferred aspect of her identity by bringing this photograph collage to share with me 
and other respondents. She had indicated that she did not want to be friends with 




friends who were sure that they knew who they were here. She wanted friends who 
wouldn’t have a problem with the way she lived her life. Through building a new, solid 
friendship with her friend from Nigeria they both met more students and became 
friends with a wider circle of female students. Her photograph collage summed up 
everything they did together as a group. Without compromising her values and ethics 
she had found the right friends. 
Further obstacles stood in Kholwa’s way. She was a day student and travelled 
between home and campus daily.  She had access to computers and the internet when 
she was on campus but at home, she did not have internet access.  This did not allow 
her to access emails or her online learning platform at home and therefore required 
that she planned her time very carefully. She relied on public transport leaving home 
at six o’clock every morning and taking a taxi back home at six o’ clock in the evening.  
The trip home took two hours, resulting in her arriving at home at around eight o’clock 
every night. As a result, she struggled to keep up with her academic work. She related 
a story about a time when she had to stay late on campus to complete an assignment. 
She only finished at midnight and her parents had to fetch her as public transport was 
no longer available. She wished that she lived closer to campus so that she could 
finish all her tasks on time and then have more spare time. She recounted: “I 
remember that day, I even posted on Facebook that I am only leaving school (now) 
and I wrote that it only sinks in now that I am actually in university because at first I 
was relaxed…ah, this place, it is not so difficult, it’s nice. I have access to internet 
here. I can do anything. And then I realised that I can’t afford to leave this late all the 
time. I realised: “Okay now I am in university – different assignments are often due on 
the same day, unlike at school when teachers would spread submission dates out for 
us. So, I could see…I must work. I had to allocate my time responsibly” (IT, p.7 - 8). 
She had experienced a rude awakening to the pressures of completing multiple tasks 
on time and submitting academic work of the required quality.  Although she was a 
good writer, she was worried about avoiding plagiarism and the online plagiarism 
count score she would receive for her efforts.  She stressed about paraphrasing and 
doing in-text referencing correctly.  
Kholwa knew that she needed to monitor her time management as her first semester 




has been an ongoing madness…I think I have a time management problem” (IT, p.11). 
She noted that a time frame of five minutes could make all the difference. She was 
doing herself a disservice if she arrived for a lecture or tutorial as little as five minutes 
late: “In the first five to ten minutes they (lecturers) tell you the most important things - 
maybe something you have to do regarding a test or maybe an announcement for the 
next lecture. Maybe we missed a lecture because of a holiday…or maybe preparation 
needed for a topic for the day after”. (IT, p.11) 
Her concern regarding her time management was also depicted in her example of a 
weekly reflective journal that she had to submit at the end of a semester for a subject. 
When it was due, she realised that she should have kept a weekly journal of her 
experiences in that subject in order to remember everything that had happened: “…I’ve 
been doing everything but reflecting now I think: ‘Now I must sit down, and I have to 
think of what happened over the past few weeks and how I was feeling on that day.’ 
And then I thought to myself: ‘You know what? If I was more disciplined in these types 
of things…” (IT, p. 10). She reflected that she had made inroads into improving her 
time management by coaching herself: “So I was teaching myself what works 
regarding being disciplined. I’ve been trying different things and they have been 
working. Even when it comes to money - because you see here people are buying 
every day and you think: ‘Where do children get so much money?’ They’re always 
buying food. They’re always buying this, buying that… you think maybe they have 
money or maybe they’re working somewhere? Some are working. They do tell you 
that they are working. Some get money from their parents and some you just don’t 
know. So, I told myself to not want because I have seen something, but to budget. Not 
only budget money but to budget time and everything” (IT, p.10).  
She indicated some advice from her father which indicated that they spoke of her 
matters of concern together: “…even at home, my dad doesn’t go to church but he 
always says to me that I must not want something because I see it from someone or 
because I must not want something flashy or whatever that I see it from someone 
because I don’t know how they got it. Some people might have stolen, and some 





Despite formerly having positive relationships with her lecturers, this also changed for 
her. She had begun to feel despondent – her mind was not directed into wanting to 
get a degree any longer and she was missing the familiarity of school. The reality of 
being in higher education had set in. Her drawing depicted dark green trees which 
represented her lecturers. What she said near to the end of her first semester 
contrasted with how she had viewed her lecturers initially. She now asked the question 
of her lecturers: "But why don't you like me?" (FGD, 02:03:22). “You know, you have 
those teachers….my lecturer didn't treat me nicely and she still owes me marks” (FGD, 
02:03:45). She qualified this by explaining that she submitted an assignment which 
the lecturer lost. She felt that she was wronged and as a result she gained a poor 
result on her final academic record. 
Kholwa likened the frightening reality of her academic pressures to scenes from 
‘SpongeBob SquarePants’, an American animated comedy television series. The 
series revolves around SpongeBob, as the main character, and his group of aquatic 
companions. Kholwa related that she loved this television show when she was 
younger. She knew that there was a starfish who always stung SpongeBob.   
Watching this show as a youngster had now taken on a very different, frightening 
meaning for her. She used this television show as a metaphor for the academic 
pressures she faced as she moved further into her first year. She likened herself to 
SpongeBob who got continually stung by the starfish (depicted as a black object in her 
‘river of life’). She felt like she was being attacked by her assignments throughout her 
first year - no matter how hard she tried to avoid being stung. The starfish stinging her 
represented her assignments, the pressure of submitting tasks and her perceived poor 
time management skills to which she had alluded a few times before in her narratives. 
She explained: “When a lecturer explains an assignment you think, ‘Yes, I can do this. 
This is not hard’ (FGD, 02:03:55), and “When I got to MSA, it’s like, this is a walk in 
the park…” (FGD, 02:04:10) but the reality struck for her with the pressures of 
academic work: “So all that pressure and everything is just stinging, it's pinching me 
and pinching me like…Yeah, I remember you! You were supposed to start on time, 
and you did not start on time and now it's catching up to you!’" (FGD, 02:05:17).  
The other black object depicted in Kholwa’s ‘River of Life’ was that of a shark, which 




her end-of-year exams. She narrated how the end of the semester and the exam 
period felt like a river on which she was sailing, ending in an ominous waterfall (her 
exams). She explained that the water was flowing very quickly:  “You have to make 
sure that your time is used wisely so that you can cover everything for your exams…so 
many things were hard for me, I had to put a semester’s worth of work into my head…” 
(FGD, 02:03:05). Her end-of-year examinations were a stressful time for her.  Her 
drawing depicted a face of herself that she had drawn which stemmed from her being 
nervous for her final first year marks. Her green lips were drawn specifically to show 
how stressed she was at the time. 
She explained that although she was a social science student, she had chosen one 
elective from the health sciences stream of study. She had been advised not to do this 
because her selected subject was known to be a difficult subject to pass. During the 
semester she had received average results in this difficult module but her final mark 
revealed that she had failed this subject by 1%. It was a crushing blow for her - she 
felt guilty that she had not fully prepared herself for this examination. She explained 
that this was the reason that she drew the orange arrow with a ‘no-entry’ sign on her 
‘river of life’, signalling that she had not met all requirements to proceed from the 
foundation programme into first-year undergraduate study. The crossed bones with a 
‘no-entry’ sign with ‘Health’ written inside on her drawing, were a further reminder of 
her failure and she commented dismally: “I wish I had passed that subject because it 
helped me open my mind and I loved it and enjoyed it, but I just didn't pass it. The flow 
of the river in my drawing is for how quick everything’s going down” (FGD, 02:03:51) 
Recovering as always from her setbacks, Kholwa depicted a lighthouse in her drawing. 
For her, the lighthouse symbolised a way forward for her after the setback of failing a 
subject at the end of her foundation programme year.  For her, the lighthouse came in 
the form of a summer semester (an extra semester over the vacation period where 
students could make up a subject or two that they had not managed to pass or 
continue and fast-track a few new subjects).  
However, as fast as this opportunity came, it slipped through her fingers as was 
depicted in her drawing by the red circle in her river with a cross over the words 
‘Summer Semester’. She explained that her parents were extending their home so 




room if extended family members came to visit. She described her sad moment and 
pointed to the crying face in her drawing and explained: “…this is my sad moment 
there when I was crying”, because on New Year’s Eve they were robbed at home: 
“…they broke into my home and stole a lot of things that cost a lot of money. So, my 
parents had to use my summer school money to fix and replace things. I had to sit at 
home and become 'security' for that month. So, I couldn't do summer school...so I was 
sad. I was crying, my school journey's taken a step back, instead of... I felt like I took 
three steps back, instead of moving forward” (FGD, 02:03:45) 
Resolution and Coda 
Kholwa’s strengths were clear and had carried her through her first year: “I’m not easily 
influenced. When I make decisions, I usually think about things before I make them. I 
think my strength is not wanting to be like everyone else. I always want to stand out. I 
don’t want to look like everyone or dress like everyone else. (IT, p.9). Saying “I like to 
push more, and I don’t give up” (FGD, 02:30:10) gave insight into her determination 
as an individual. As an example she offered: “When I work, I remind myself that I have 
been teaching myself to be temperate and trying to be disciplined because…I realised 
that if I don’t, my work is going to slack and it’s going to catch up with me” (IT, p.9).  
She reflected that she drew her determination to succeed from her spiritual faith: “I 
think church plays a role. At church we learn how to conduct ourselves” (IT, p.10). She 
took her learnings from the church into her world; “…and then I try to practise it in my 
life so that if it works for me then it must be good for me.” (IT, p.10). By doing this she 
often placed unnecessary pressure on herself to do the best that she could in all her 
endeavours: “I don’t know why I do this to myself!” (CWD, 00:59:32). Her love of the 
church was depicted in her drawing. Her energy to self-improve was depicted by the 
self-improvement courses that she completed at her church. She indicated her 
fondness of the little children that she taught each week. Referring to her drawing she 
related: “… these are the little children I teach at church that I like the most…these 
little children are the ones that inspired me to take my second major; "child and youth 
development" (FGD, 02:08:19).   
Looking back at her first-year journey, she had employed resilience in that she had 




not meet the requirements for successful completion of the foundation programme: 
“…the water starts flowing at a nice pace again and I've got a happy face. The 
semester was not bad and at least I could afford paying for this semester. The damage 
was not too much for me to not be able to start my studies in the new semester” (FGD, 
02:05:45) 
Looking back at her first year in retrospect, Kholwa was grateful for the opportunity of 
being elected as a class representative which she depicted by writing ‘Leadership’ on 
her river of life. She commented: “I learned leadership skills to be able to communicate 
with managers and the students and was able to represent my fellow classmates” 
(FGP, 02:06:25). Contributing in this way was important for Kholwa: “...when you're at 
school, you don't only come to school to just study and get your degree. You must also 
see other things - you must have that eye for noticing things that are happening at 
school, whether it is identifying students who are having problems, sharing information 
with fellow students from meetings with your lecturers, or reporting broken equipment 
or furniture. It’s a way of making your school better for everybody else” (FGP, 
02:07:13). 
Reflecting further, she explained that the past year had taught her to be controlled and 
had offered her many opportunities to communicate with many people. She felt that 
her biggest learnings of the year had come from a subject called ‘Child and Youth 
Development’ and her ‘Masterguide’ church course. Her depiction of the bible in her 
drawing was fundamental to her year. She reasoned: “…in university, we go through 
many challenges...finding friends, there's parties, there's everything that goes on. So, 
the bible, it's got the 10 commandments. I drew yellow around the top of my bible on 
my drawing – it’s like the light to direct me or to keep me. It helps me to be contained. 
If I feel like overspending, I look for something that's going to guide me, 'Now I should 
not overspend’. And, how do I treat other people? If I'm angry how do I react? You 
know, it just guides, it’s like my little guidebook - this is how you're going to deal with 
people. So, you must use this.” (FGD, 02:08:38). 
Kholwa’s written reflection (WR; IR4) on what she learned from sharing her 




When I first went to Debbie for the interview to share my experience of first year, I had 
no idea what would be asked of me. I was interested in participating so I could have 
some enlightenment on what conducting research is like. Upon answering her 
questions, I realised that I was able to reflect on what I had done in the year. Similarly, 
in the focus group Kholwa was asked what she got out of being part of the research. 
She indicated: “…when I started school, they said we should participate in this kind of 
thing. For me, "because somebody was trying to get a doctorate in trying to make us 
as students better, I decided that I was going to participate. She added, “…one day if 
I decide I want to do something like this, somebody else is going to help me. Also, 
today has helped me to reflect…you go through some things and one doesn't realise 
you're going through so much because it doesn't happen all at once. It happens when 
there's a little space in between, but in a semester a lot can happen, but you can put 
it in the drawing”. (FGD, 02:20:42). 
I later found out in the focus group that as students we never have the same mindset 
when we are about to begin higher education. I also noticed that I did not have a hard 
time adjusting into university, even the challenges I faced were not as frantic as what 
other students faced. I was able to reflect on my goals and if I had reached them. I 
also got to plan on how to execute, how I would go on from then. 
In her written reflection, Kholwa was also asked to comment on what she had learned 
from the other respondents. Further, she was asked if there was any value in sharing 
stories with others who had also shared their first-year experience? Her answer follows 
below: 
When we met with the other students to draw our first-year experience in the form of 
a river, with everything else that is on the side as challenges or achievements, I 
learned that all students go through challenges. We sometimes deal with different 
stressors and think that we are the only people who are facing difficulties. We all had 
similar challenges. These challenges ranged from finances, to a change of friends, 
academic difficulties, and adjusting to independence. This made me realise that once 
you reach a stage where your actions are dependent on you, you start to discipline 
yourself, you set goals to help you achieve without parental guidance. I also saw that 
coming to university we already had challenges, that university became a place where 




problem solving skills, also learn life skills that teach us about the university. I also 
realised as we shared that we all faced a point where the things we learnt from our 
studies sometimes challenged our beliefs, values, and principles. As students we had 
to go back and find out what we believed and valued; if it made sense, and we had to 
choose what it was that we would choose to follow. We all learnt that our university 
time has been put as a metaphor - a river, which means we are not here to settle and 
live here. It is a place where we are here to upgrade our level of understanding, our 
emotional intelligence, also to progress and then move on because we are not here to 
stay. I also realised that we all had some form of higher being that we believed in, 
most of us were christian thus we believed in God. This made me see that as humans 
even as we reach a point of independence we still yearn for a source where we can 
lay our sorrows and draw strength, hope, and faith. I also realised that having a belief 
reduced a lot of stress because the lessons we received from our religious affiliations 
brought some form of hope and filled us with strength. I happen to focus a bit more on 
the christians, and I realised that our source was that we received strength from God. 
He became the ‘go-to-guy’ that we went to when we faced challenges. He was the 
person who allowed us to lay our burdens and go to Him to draw power and energy to 
continue pushing to do things at an optimum level. 
On being asked what drawing the picture was like Kholwa answered:  
Drawing the pictures was like the interviews we had with Debbie. But then it was like 
creating a book, or story through pictures. It was as if we were story-makers. It felt 
peaceful, I also realised that there were so many challenges that I had faced in just 
one year.  But that did not make me give up. It made me feel stronger. I even concluded 
that if I could make it well through the first year then I should be able to face the other 
years with no fear too. The quote: “How do you eat an elephant? You bite and chew 
small pieces at a time until you finish,” kept on ringing in my mind. And now it is a 
constant reminder. Drawing the picture made me realise that growing up has 
challenges, but those challenges will not be above my ability to solve them. And at the 
end I will be rewarded for all the good results that flow from these challenges.  
Kholwa commenced her study at MSA in July 2015 in the foundation programme and 




of finalising this research at the beginning of 2020 she was on track to complete her 
undergraduate degree by the end of 2020 with five subjects left to complete. 
 Narrative portrait of Michael (IR8)  
Crocs and Rocks 
 
Abstract and orientation 
Michael was introduced to MSA when representatives from the institution and those 
from several other universities visited his school one day in his Grade 10 year to share 
course options and invite students to study with them. He remembered that MSA had 
a stand that he visited. He conducted his own desktop research and found that through 
its affiliation with Monash Australia, it was rated as one of the top-ranking universities 
in the world. In addition, it offered the degree that he wished to study.  He attended an 
open day at the campus and was impressed with what he saw.  He applied to study at 
MSA based on the international recognition he would obtain in pursuing his degree 
through MSA. He had also applied at two other public institutions – one in the province 
of Gauteng and one in the Western Cape – but decided that he would rather live and 
study closer to home.  
He lived at home with both parents and a younger brother before he commenced his 
studies.  Four months into his studies his grandmother had moved into Michael’s family 
home as Michael’s grandfather had sadly passed away. His other grandparents lived 
on a farm about two hours away from Johannesburg.  
At school he described himself as “definitely not” (IT, p.2) the sporting or cultural type 
but he was strong on the academic side: “…on the academic side I always pushed 
myself to get the best possible marks and I tried to maintain a good relationship with 
teachers. I tried to respect them for who they were and in the position they had over 
me. I was never disrespectful to them.” (IT, p.2). He knew how to negotiate his 
relationships with his teachers as he had noticed the negative treatment that his peers 
received from teachers when they gave them problems: “…if you are good to them 




References to his matric year were numerous in his text sets. He explained that he 
had first needed to get through the struggles of school before he could get anywhere. 
(FCP; 01:21:05).  Michael’s high school memories were not all positive: “I experienced 
a lot of bullying personally at school. I wasn’t with a very nice group of matrics (final 
high school year students).” (IT, p.7).  According to him, a few of his peers in high 
school did not have a good reputation: “…they went out to hurt others; showed off and 
thought that they were better than anyone else because of what they had in life.” (IT, 
p.7). 
Michael’s first year of study in higher education was marked by ‘up’s’ and ‘down’s’ - a 
lot had gone on for him (FGP; 01:21:05). He recovered emotionally from being bullied 
at school and found his first-year experience positive. However, it was not without 
challenges. Academic pressures which he labelled as dangerous “crocs” (crocodiles) 
and “rocks”; finding his place in his new setting without his family and settling with 
friends were things he had to overcome. Support from various people and support 
structures helped him. His religious faith was a guide for him throughout his year.  He 
found that he was in a transformative stage in his life and had learned many new things 
about himself and others during his first year. His narrative portrait portrays a quiet-
spoken, polite, and kind young man who takes life and his future career seriously. 
Complicating actions and evaluation  
Michael described his feelings of nervousness and excitement repeatedly as he 
remembered walking onto the campus for his first day of orientation. It was “…a new 
chapter in my life and of course it's good to leave school behind - it wasn’t my favourite 
experience.” (IT, p.3).  
In his drawing depicted below, he referred to the source of his ‘‘river of life’’ as being 
the time that he applied to study at MSA. He explained: “…that’s where the whole 
journey started – at the top” (FGP; 01:21:43). His representation of his matric 
certificate at the source of his drawing symbolised the end of school and the start of 
his journey: “…that’s where things started to flow…” (FGP; 01:21:45) The first turn in 
his river represented the time when he arrived at the campus to study and things 
started happening. His reason for making the river wider at this point was to represent: 







Figure 7 - Michael's drawing of his first-year experience 
 




As Michael lived about 80 kilometers away from campus, he opted to stay in the 
residences available on campus for practical reasons.  He arrived and moved into 
residence the day before the orientation week started. He admitted that he missed his 
parents in the first week or two but that it was something that he adapted to. He 
explained: “I think you start realising that you are more grown up and you start adapting 
to life on your own…And as sad as it is, you start losing that dependence on your 
parents.” (IT, p.6). Four months into his study he remarked that his mother was likely 
struggling with the separation from him: “I know my mom never likes me coming 
here…I will always be her baby and she always wants to me to be there with her.” (IT, 
p.6).  He knew that it was never easy for his parents when he left home to go back to 
residence, but he felt that they had also successfully adapted to him living and studying 
away from home.  
He thought that it would take some time to acknowledge not having his family close 
by as his support structure when he needed them. He thought that it would take at 
least six months to one year to get used to this.  He expressed the fact that the 
separation from his family was difficult, “…when you are really down and out 
sometimes, a friend can't be there for you, like a family member would, because 
friends have their own troubles.  A family member understands you more, so I think 
the distance will be a problem to overcome as well as the workload.  Sometimes 
maybe a friend is not who you thought they were” (IT, p.13). He repeated that he was 
put at ease by the fact that he could always go to see a counselling staff member or 
even a lecturer who he would feel comfortable talking with: “…someone who has got 
experience of what you are going through that you can just talk to and get their advice 
and opinion on things...” (IT, p.13).   
Michael found value in attending the whole orientation week ahead of the first 
semester commencement. He described the week as: “…very good, very entertaining 
with lots of fun activities, we had many classes where there was a lot of information to 
take in. This information gave me the tools to succeed in my studies. I found all of this 
a little bit intimidating, but overall, it was a good week”. (IT, p.4). He narrated that the 
library sessions could have been longer as there was so much new information to take 
in. He was glad to have learned where he could find campus security and where to 




Michael explained that he chose his photograph because it had reminded him of his 
orientation week when he first commenced study: “It symbolises my first year as it 
represents the transition from high school to university and all the new beginnings and 
new friends that I have made. It was a positive experience for me” (Michael, Ph, p.1). 
It was a new beginning and natural progression for me in my life, like: “…almost 
moving on to the next stage…” (Michael, Ph, p.1). 
 
Figure 9 - Photograph that reminded Michael of his first-year experience 
Michael felt that the social aspects of orientation had been good for him but that the 
social experience for students could be more ingrained into the weeks ahead for new 
students so that friendships and connections could continue to be made. He 
suggested: “…maybe give students more activities to engage and talk to each other 
because I find since orientation we are not really talking to many people” (IT, p.9). He 
felt that the fun, social activities that they had experienced during orientation week 
were positive as they gave students the opportunity to mingle and interact with each 
other.  Such activities would require that students spent enough time with each other 




themselves and then moving on. He felt that planned interaction events with times 
could be beneficial for students to make meaningful connections with other students. 
During his first days on campus he bravely tried to interact with others, but the 
memories of being bullied at school were still with him. However, he decided to just 
talk to people and “…see what happens” (IT, p.4). He admitted that: “…I have never 
been big on talking to people, so it was overcoming that and realising that they were 
not going to hurt me…” (IT, p.4). Through his efforts he found that there were some 
students that he got along better with than others. He found that his main friends were 
from the same residence as him – they spoke often and socialised in each other’s 
private rooms. He was able to make a few good friends who he interacted with every 
day. Having his new friends with him in residence was an affirming experience for him. 
He had also got to know his neighbours in his passage in residence through making 
the effort to talk to them and get to know them.  
Michael described himself as a good friend to others, always doing his best to help 
them. He found himself to be an approachable person where: “…they can come for 
help or just to talk if they are feeling down or have any problems.” (IT, p.2).  Although 
Michael had made new friends at MSA he noted: “…I didn't expect to lose as much 
contact with people from school as I did. I find I am not really talking to any of them 
anymore.  The friends that I have made now have become good friends to me and are 
always there for me” (IT, p.9). He did not expect that his new friends would become 
his support group instead of the people that he was at school with. In his ‘‘river of life’’ 
drawing, the smaller rivers that joined into his main river represented new friends that 
he made along his first-year journey. 
Michael admitted that he felt that he often took jokes on him in the wrong way and 
lashed out at others too quickly. This was likely due to his experiences of being bullied 
at school. He found it difficult to trust others and would: “…go off at them a bit too 
quickly before understanding what they were saying” (IT, p.10).  He also admitted that 
he found it difficult to trust a new person after just meeting them.  
Michael had noticed the diversity of nationalities and cultures among students. He 
didn’t think it was anything special to talk about though: “…we are all human beings 




as a human being, then the difference isn’t really noticeable” (IT, p.7). The memory of 
him being bullied at high school made him remember that school had been 
challenging. He felt that being at MSA was better in that students seemed to be more 
grown up.  He had not encountered any type of bullying in his first few months of study 
at MSA.   
Michael knew he was already transforming as a person despite his short time so far in 
higher education at the time of his narrative interview.  He explained: “I think I see the 
world from more of an adult perspective.  I’ve started realising some of the challenges.  
For example, I have noticed, we, as children, always ask our parents to please find 
this, to please find that. We just lose things. But I find that when you start having to 
manage a budget at university, you start seeing how things add up and you appreciate 
what they do for you more and that they can't always get you what you want. You start 
to realise the expenses and challenges of the grown-up world that as a kid or school- 
going person you did not. As a child of school-going age you aren’t really interested in 
the news and what is going on. However, now that we are starting to be more grown 
up, I think you pay more attention to that and take more interest in that because it 
affects you more” (IT, p.11).   
He thought that he had gained these insights from living away from his family: “…as I 
went along living on my own and starting to mature and getting my own dependence I 
realised these things. As you start living on your own, you start maturing in a way and 
you are looking at things in a way that you would not have looked at them. The same 
applies to managing the workload and other stuff.  You start seeing the differences as 
you go along.  You know - you start to change”. He saw a metaphor for himself as 
being on a voyage of discovery: “…ultimately it's actually you and your self-discovery 
and what you want to turn out to be, that determines how your life will go” (IT,p.12). 
His biggest challenge in the first few months of studying was adapting to the workload: 
“…you have to keep working, you can't just leave things behind.” (IT, p.3). He 
managed his workload by studying the work as the semester progressed and did not 
leave it until the end when there would be too much to deal with in a short space of 
time. He used the library frequently for study purposes. He would start with 
assignments when he was given them, not just a week or a day before. Michael was 




happy with my results so far and they have been very good. A few of my subjects have 
been around the distinction area” (IT, p.11).  
By taking his studies seriously and always being well-prepared, he showed disbelief 
for the ill-preparedness of other students. He recounted a story of another accounting 
student who realised that he had forgotten his calculator just before he started his 
exam. On this realisation, the student had bolted out of the venue to go and fetch it. 
Michael explained how he would have felt if he were in that student’s shoes: “…Yoh! 
I’d just die right there” (CWD; 00:53:17) and “That’s when your life is over!” (CWD; 
00:53:55). 
He felt that his workload for tests and assignments had increased exponentially 
compared to his final year at school. He explained that his lecturers had been very 
good – he was thankful that he always received support and assistance from them 
whenever he needed it. He had previously held a perception that his experiences with 
lecturers would be negative: “I expected lecturers to be  a lot more impersonal with 
their students and not help them, almost not care about them, which is what you often 
hear.  I don't know if it's in the smaller classes, but I have found that isn’t the case 
here.  They are always willing to assist in the lecture and they talk to you and interact. 
I think it is more personal than I thought it would be…I expected it to be very 
impersonal between lecturers - that they would just hand you work and wouldn’t care 
like, ‘Okay, do it, don't do it, figure it out yourself’, which didn't happen and which I am 
happy about.” (IT, p.8). 
Michael was pleased to note how lecturers followed up with students who were 
struggling academically and offered them extra, one-on-one support: “…I noticed 
especially with our economics assignment; there were people who didn't do so well 
and then the lecturer discretely gave them timeslots to come and meet with them and 
assist them where they were going wrong” (IT, p.8).  He had also heard that sometimes 
students would receive emails from lecturers asking them to meet with them for extra 
academic support. He felt that it was important to provide first-year students with a lot 
of support: “…because for them it's a big difference from school, your second and third 
years and so on - they are more used to that environment” (IT,p.9). He thought that it 
would be a good idea for second- and third-year students and lecturers to mentor first-




was impressed by the fact that student psychologists were available: “…I think they 
can give the students much assistance and try not to make them feel alone, you know. 
They need to know that there is somebody who can help them cope” (IT, p.9).   
In retrospect, at the end of his first year of study, he admitted that he had not found 
his first-year studies easy: “I’m doing accounting – dying but living at the same time!” 
(Michael, Ph, p.1). While drawing their rivers of life pictures, Michael, Kholwa (IR4) 
and Kondwani (IR1) talked naturally about their studies and the courses that they were 
enrolled in. Michael clearly felt that he was enrolled in the most difficult course between 
them: “Come join accounting, then we’ll talk…(laughs)” (CWD; 00:44:33). 
Michael’s personal life pressures and academic pressures had come to the fore during 
his second semester. He pointed to the part of his ‘river of life’ drawing where it 
widened – this represented the successful completion of his first semester. He 
explained that his journey meandered slowly, which represented the calmness and 
tranquility of the holidays. Suddenly, his holiday was over. This was represented by a 
waterfall as his life became busy again. The drop of the waterfall depicted: “…the 
downfall of failing my first test” (CWD; 01:23:13). From here he showed how the water 
became green, representing uncertainty. His personal life was in turmoil – he had 
failed a test and he “…went through a bad stage with a friend” (CWD; 01:23:37). As 
one would encounter the difficulty and fear of being in a river with “…crocs (crocodiles) 
and rocks” he experienced personal difficulties coming to terms with friend issues and 
academic pressures: “…the crocs and rocks are the danger of losing that friend” 
(CWD:01:23:54). More rocks further down his river depicted: “…the exams coming up 
at the end of the semester and my nerves for the upcoming exams…and the 
pressure…” (CWD; 01:24:10).  
The second part of Michael’s year had required close and steady navigation to ensure 
that his academic work and his friendships stayed on track. These trials and 
tribulations were represented by Michael as a terrifying metaphor in the form of 
crocodiles and rocks, which he had to overcome. The part of his drawing with a person 
standing on a rock was drawn by him to depict that he overcame the danger and stress 
of his first test by persevering with his studies, seeking support and managing to pass 
with a second opportunity given to him. Although his water current had sped up in his 




nets in the form of ‘logs’ along the way: “…obviously things happen quickly into the 
rapid current” but he explained that the logs in his river represented: “…friends and 
lecturers, that are there to support you along the way and make things easier for 
you…” (CWD; 01:23:22). 
He seemed proud of what he was studying and remarked that studying what he felt 
was a difficult course would pay dividends for him later in life: “The easy stuff doesn’t 
pay the bills!” (CWD; 00:52:10). Although being a first-year student, he was aware of 
the work pressures that would face him once he had graduated and started working: 
“…companies like Apple and Google have no shame, if you’re not good enough they 
just fire you...The pressure’s real in there” (CWD; 00:53:41) 
Michael was able to see the mistakes that some first-year students made: “They 
almost treat it like school, they don't realise that they have got to be more focused and 
work harder.  There’s nothing wrong with going out to a party and having a good time 
with friends, but I think a lot of them tend to overdo it and they lose track of the work 
they have to do. Ultimately, they lose focus which puts their degree and career at risk” 
(IT, p.6).  
Michael had not participated in sport but proudly mentioned that he had been to the 
gym once or twice. He had joined a bible study group on campus which he attended 
every Thursday evening. He explained that he had joined this group: “…to sort of keep 
in line with my faith and make sure I don't lose track…I want to be around those who 
share the same beliefs as me. It’s an additional support structure.  It’s something you 
can fall back on. You sometimes don't give it as much attention as you should” (IT, 
p.14).  Belonging to the bible study group provided Michael with fellowship: “I think it's 
just good fellowship, being around those who have the same beliefs as you, and it 
gives you that chance to stay on track and worship and praise and listen to the Word” 
(IT, p.14)  He explained that the sun in his drawing depicting Jesus as: “…my light and 
always guiding me along” (CWD; 01:23:22). 
He had joined a community engagement project as a volunteer which involved him 
tutoring primary school children on a Saturday morning. He felt privileged to work as 
a volunteer: “…it helps me grow and mature as a person which ultimately for my 




yourself…so you feel good and you mature by being more willing to help others.” 
(CWD; 01:23:58) 
In the conversations whilst drawing their rivers of life, Michael was fully engaged. He 
interacted well with Kondwani (IR1) and Kholwa (IR4) who were in his group. He asked 
questions like: “How’s it coming along guys?” (CWD; 00:03:42). Like most of the 
others, he was involved in polite turn-taking in conversation and sought clarity at the 
beginning of the drawing exercise to ensure that he was on the right track. Although 
he was a bit unsure of himself in the beginning, he settled down and helped his peers 
whenever he could. When one of the respondents asked if they should include people 
in their drawings, he answered: “…you can but you don’t have to…not if it’s not 
relevant to you…” (CWD; 00:11:54). 
He mentioned numerous times that he was struggling with his drawing: “…you know 
like I say I can’t draw…that’s my problem” (CWD; 00:11:57) and referred to himself as 
a non-artist (CWD; 00:27:38) and “…you can’t say that I’m a great artist, but hey”, 
(CWD; 00:29:24) even though I replied that artists were not needed for the exercise at 
hand. Later he referred to his “…non-arty touches” (CWD; 00:49:11). He also seemed 
to experience some frustration in drawing his first year journey: “I’ve just got to think 
of ways to fill the page, because remember in art they always told you to fill the 
page…dammit, sometimes pastels are frustrating (gentle laugh)” (CWD; 00:32:35). 
However, when I asked him how he was experiencing the activity he replied, “It’s good, 
I’m enjoying it” (CWD; 00:26:48). Perhaps settling down into the activity a bit more he 
remarked to Kondwani and Kholwa that it was “…just a matter of expressing yourself 
how you want to…” (CWD; 00:28:29). The oil pastels had rubbed off on Michael’s 
hands which seemed to bother him as he made numerous mentions of this fact: “I 
might ask to go wash my hands just now…we’ll all have to wash…it’s pastels. You’re 
always going to get a mess” (CWD; 00:29:24). 
While listening to the presentations of the other respondents, Michael was naturally 
curious about their experiences and contributed to the discussion. He asked what the 
significance of many symbols were on other drawings. He asked Kumba (IR1) what 
the significance of her boat in the river was (FGD; 01:38:25) and why she had included 
a sun and if it meant anything to her.  He was intrigued by Abakanile’s (IR11) drawing 




Resolution and coda 
On reflecting in the focus group discussion, Michael felt that the morning: “…just re-
emphasised all the differences between us all and how we all experience things 
differently and go through different hardships” (FGD; 02:18:20). He had also reflected 
that meaningful learnings for him during his first few months as a student were: “…the 
value of friends and family to help keep you sane through things and staying focused 
on what you want to do, not losing track, and keeping up with workloads so that they 
don’t pile up on you.” (IT, p.6). 
The green grass for him showed that despite the challenges he had along his journey 
he was still able to rise and see the many positives that he had in his life at the time. 
He added that “…the reason I made the ground green on the mountain is showing 
greener pastures for me and good things to come”. (CWD; 01:25:29).   
Although soft-spoken, shy and gentle in nature, Michael had boldly narrated that he 
had the ability “…to stay focused and to see difficult tasks through” (IT, p.10). Without 
hesitation, Michael stated that his key driver in getting him through his year was the 
fact that he was working towards getting a degree that would ultimately help him in his 
career. He knew that he was the type of person who could “…see things through.” 
(FGD; 02:30:08). This quality had helped him to successfully navigate his first year. 
He summed up his academic year saying that he always used feedback on his 
academic work to determine how he could improve. He felt that he had the ability to 
be serious when necessary and provide support to others and build them up, rather 
than dragging them down.     
During his year he had found it difficult to stay focused and not mess his future up 
when he saw other people having fun. He recounted how he would say to himself: 
“…stay focused, let them be, and don’t mess your own future up” (IT, p.12). He was 
acutely aware of the pressures that faced students and he noticed: “…a lot of things 
you think; ‘No’, they shouldn’t be doing that. I think it's important not fall into that trap 
because you are in a crucial stage of your life, your university and shaping your future. 
Your employers are more going to look at who you are based on your university 




- don't get involved in doing things that you shouldn’t. Think about your future and not 
just your current situation” (IT, p.12). 
His written reflection is presented verbatim: Today was important as it allowed me the 
chance to reflect on the happenings of the past year and where my ups and downs 
were over the year. It let me think about positive experiences that I would like to 
continue with and other negative things that I may not want to repeat. I learnt from 
others that we all share some experiences such as nerves and excitement about 
transitioning into university. We have all had many different experiences and 
challenges that we faced over the past year.  
At the time of writing up this study it was noted that Michael had successfully 
completed his Bachelor of Business Science degree at the end of 2018 in minimum 
time. In 2019 he successfully completed a Postgraduate Diploma in Accounting. 
 Narrative portrait of Tammy (IR9) 
It was a rollercoaster! 
 
Abstract and orientation 
In my first interaction with Tammy, her outgoing, friendly, and bubbly personality stood 
out. She smiled a lot and spoke at a fast pace with lots of passion. I knew immediately 
that she would need few prompts to tell her stories of first-year experience. We struck 
up an instant rapport. Being enthusiastic and open she immediately remarked that 
being part of my research was “…actually exciting. Ah! I want to do this!” (IT, p.1). 
Tammy was almost 20 years old.  She explained that after leaving school she had 
followed her dream and had qualified as a chef. She had decided to come to MSA to 
study management in order to open a restaurant after graduating and have a degree 
behind the diploma. She explained: “…for some odd reason, I always said I wanted to 
study at MSA if I decided to study accountancy. I said that I always wanted to go there. 
My brother also studied here in the foundation programme, but he dropped out 
because he wasn’t too excited about what he was studying – he just didn’t want to 




She attended both primary and high school on the western side of Johannesburg. 
Some common ground was discovered between me and Tammy as we realised that 
we had attended the same primary school, just many years apart from each other. Her 
mother’s side of the family was from South Africa and her father’s side of the family 
was from England.   
Her family was about “baking and cooking” (IT, p.1) so her interest in cooking had 
been sparked from a young age. She had taken consumer studies as a subject up 
until matric at school. Despite her love for cooking she had initially decided at school 
that she was going to further her studies in accounting as she had also thought of 
becoming a chartered accountant. By her Grade 10 year she was excelling in 
accounting, hospitality studies and consumer studies. However, as time went by, she 
excelled more in hospitality studies, re-igniting her dream to become a chef. 
At school she was surrounded by: “…friends who shared the same interest in 
becoming a chef” (IT, p.4). During break times they would share their interests in 
cooking. She described a friend that she had before she went to chef school. This 
friend was already studying towards becoming a chef and asked her to spend time 
with him, learning from him while he was practising for his cooking examinations. She 
was given the opportunity to taste the food and gain experience from him as she 
observed him preparing food. 
After Tammy had successfully completed her studies at chef school, she told her 
family that she wanted to go to university.  Her mother said that she did not want her 
to study at a public higher education institution as some of these institutions had been 
affected by the recent student protests regarding fees. She didn’t mind as she wanted 
to study at MSA: “It’s down the road from where I live and safer travelling, and so I 
said I’m definitely coming to Monash. Not only that, it’s just a brilliant school compared 
to the rest of the universities because we looked at others and I would not have 
enjoyed them. I did not want to go to any of them” (IT, p.4). She felt that they were too 
far away from home for her. 
The clouds in her ‘river of life’ drawing represented her; “…moving on from chef school. 
So, the clouds were a little bit dark because I was sad that it was ending, and I couldn't 




as a female than it would be for a male. My family didn't want me to be in the Chef 
School, at all - so that kind of influenced my decision-making. So, when I said I would 
like to get a degree...that's...kind of...how everything unfolded and happened. (FGP; 
01:30:20). 
 
Figure 10 - Tammy's drawing of her first-year experience 
 




Things happened quickly for Tammy when she completed her studies at chef school. 
She related that, “It was like a race to register and enrol” (IT, p.4). She wanted a degree 
behind her so that she would be well-equipped to open a restaurant or bakery after 
graduating. 
Tammy had a first year that could only be described as a roller coaster ride. She 
experienced doubt and difficulties in her course of study, experienced health issues, 
and family difficulties. She had difficulty settling down into her higher education 
routines.  
She positioned herself strongly as a prepared student and a teacher’s pet. She 
managed to take charge of situations, referring to herself as a leader, and did not put 
up with others incompetence or weaknesses. She managed her stress by overcoming 
her academic challenges through hard work, perseverance, and seeking academic 
support. She was close to her mother, but it seemed that they had a volatile 
relationship. She referred to her family several times but in a negative light.  She 
navigated the waters of stormy friendships and formed a few close friendships. Her 
inner strengths, her pet dog, her boyfriend, and those on campus who showed an 
interest in her, helped her along in her first-year journey.  
Complicating actions and evaluation 
She explained her excitement at starting her first year by pointing to where her ‘river 
of life’ drawing started: “And this little trickle here, it’s more of a small river forming – 
it’s just that I was getting excited, it was building up to something bigger (as her river 
widened in the beginning” (FGP; 01:25:56). She depicted her first year of study as 
being quite calm in the beginning: “…here is the calmness before everything hectic 
begins…that time showed my first few weeks of being a first-year student, it was a 
time of getting into everything, that’s why my river is still little” (FGP:01:26:12) 
She had enrolled on time and arrived for her five-day orientation on the first day. She 
explained: “…the next day was my birthday…there was no way I was coming in – it 
was my birthday! I didn’t want to spend time here…and then I didn’t come for the rest 
of the week” (IT, p.4)  She did not come back for the rest of the orientation week 
because her brother, who had studied there previously, told her that she did not need 




who had studied at MSA and this person had also told her that they had not attended. 
She thought: “…maybe I shouldn’t attend the week, I wasn’t sure, we didn’t know what 
was happening” (IT, p.5). 
She did not feel that missing orientation had put her at any disadvantage. She had 
noted how some students who had attended orientation were just as confused as her 
or did not seem to care that they were lost. When she first got to campus for classes 
“I realised that the people were really friendly.  They would help you - guide you where 
to go.  That was nice.  But when I got into the lecture room, I knew nobody!  I was 
starting all over again. I freaked out and was not entirely sure what I was going to be 
studying. It freaked me out just a little bit.  I was not sure that I was prepared for what 
was to come, but I got excited because of the people around me. The people that were 
there were helping me to get excited to start studying.  So, I found that was really nice 
and it got me happy to start studying” (IT, p.5). 
In her first few days of her studies she met a few other new students and they started 
getting to know each other between classes. She also met up with another student 
that she had been in primary school with. When she saw this student, she was relieved 
and thought, “Oh my gosh! I know somebody!” (IT, p.6). She related that it was very 
nerve-wracking when one didn’t know anybody. 
Her first encounters with fellow students were not all positive. She experienced 
snobbery from some students: “And you still have to interact, and people are 
sometimes a bit snobbish towards you. Especially on my first day, you could see how 
groups were starting to form. You get like shunned out of one group…that was a bit 
nerve wracking, but you start making friends” (IT, p.6). 
Tammy further narrated her experiences of making friends: “From week one, when 
people were still getting to know each other, you could see how the people were 
bouncing from group to group and then as from week four, you could slowly see that 
there was a group here, a group there, a group here. It was quite cool to see, but 
whew! Some people are snobbish and, it’s ridiculous!  And there’s drama sometimes 
as well!  I just try to shy away from it. I say, ‘Nope!’ [laughs]. One day I was standing 
at my marketing economics tutorial. Two of my friends, (names of friends), were 




I’ve got plenty of those looks. I thought; ‘this is not good’, and in the next moment they 
were all moaning at each other…” Tammy related that she removed herself from the 
situation: “I don’t know what happened, but sometimes there are snipey little 
comments bouncing around – you can see when there’s a troublemaker in a group” 
(IT,p.8). 
Despite initial setbacks in forming friendships, she did in fact develop lasting 
friendships and embraced the cultural diversity on her new campus: “I am friends with 
a lot of different people of varying colours, races and religions.  I don’t see them as 
different.  It doesn’t affect me, it’s a person. They have their issues as do I, they are 
just people. I have a couple of friends that I stick with – they are different races and 
religions” (IT, p.12). 
Tammy presented herself confidently as being a prepared student from the beginning 
of her studies: “I had to be prepared.  I’m a very prepared person. To make sure I 
could get around campus I had already downloaded my timetable before I came to the 
class and I checked which buildings I was going to be in.  I went in on Monday before 
my class and went to each building and located the rooms that I would need to be in” 
(IT, p.7). She also reached out to other students for assistance in navigating her way 
around the campus.  
Through poor communication by the institution, Tammy had misunderstood what was 
communicated to her about when her lectures started. As a result, she missed the first 
week of her classes, thinking that she did not need to attend. She described the start 
of her academic classes in week two of semester as hectic. She had never expected 
to see so many other students in the lecture rooms. She attended two, two-hour 
lectures straight after each other. The one lecture was accounting which she felt was 
fine because she knew what she was doing - she had done this subject at school up 
until matric level.  
She did not experience the same feeling in her second class – statistics: “statistics 
threw me off!  Ah, I panicked!  I straight panicked because I thought ‘I don’t know this!’  
I dropped mathematics core in Grade 11 to pursue mathematical literacy because I 
thought I wouldn’t need it because of my chefing career. Ooh, that was a bad decision 




like I’m going to fail!  I’m going to be worried about this!’ and …it threw me off 
completely” (IT, p.6). She sought solace from her mother; “I feel like I can’t do this!  I 
started crying...aah, that was my first day.” (IT, p.6). Remembering back, she said that 
the subject never got better for her as she progressed into the semester: “For statistics 
[laughs] - in the lectures we would get so confused...everything was all over the place. 
The lecturer would talk; ‘blah blah blah…’ and he would skip the lecture slides.  We 
were thrown all over the show.  We were panicking. But the tutorials helped us to 
understand better. That was quite nice. I would recommend always going to your 
tutorials and going for consultation, otherwise, you’ll be thrown off” (IT, p.6). 
In retrospect, she realised that she was completely overwhelmed in her first weeks of 
study: “…everything was just thrown at us and everyone was just…oh my gosh!” (IT, 
p.6). By contrast, she had initially felt that she would be able to manage her studies 
well: “I was like ‘Aaah! I can do this!’ And I get here - and I couldn’t do this!  [laughs]. 
It was really hectic! I probably cried a couple of times and panicked a few times.  The 
textbooks alone were a source of stress for me, as soon as I got them, I couldn’t 
believe that we would cover so much work in one semester; ‘…this is only for semester 
one and the textbooks are this thick!’  The accounting book required that we learned 
the whole textbook, this thick textbook, was for one semester!  It’s ridiculous!  I was 
like, ‘Oh my word!  [laughs] What am I going to do?’  You don’t expect it” (IT, p.15). 
She summed up her experience of her first few weeks of her first semester: “It was 
crazy.  Hectic.  Confusing.  I probably cried a couple of times [laughs] to be quite 
honest” (IT,p.15). 
Relating how her first few months had progressed in terms of her academic life she 
knew that she would cope in her management subject because: “I’m probably the only 
one who takes notes. (IT, p.14). She enjoyed her management subject and engaged 
deeply in this subject’s learning material. She was able to grasp things immediately: 
“…I knew immediately what they were talking about, how to place it in context…my 
chefing qualification and the theoretical work I had completed there, helped me with 
various components of my management subject” (IT, p.8). 
She told a story of how she had taken charge of a situation in a group assignment for 
this subject: “…we had an issue with one of our members and I emailed (name of 




explained that this was part of her personality and her personal history: “…even if in 
high school and primary school I was always the group leader, I don’t know how, I 
always ended up being it, and sometimes I did the project by myself because others 
would slack, and I just couldn’t handle it. And, whew!  If I’m a teacher’s pet, I don’t care 
because, I will tell on you if you haven’t been doing it, because I feel it’s unfair to get 
marks if you haven’t earned them. I emailed my lecturer to the point that I think I 
irritated her [chuckles]” (IT, p.14).  
Tammy was able to overcome her academic difficulties in her accounting subject by 
sitting at home working through tasks or consulting with her tutor:  “…accounting 
there’s been a few things, but then when you go through your homework that you need 
to do, you’re like ‘Ah! I understand’ Or the tutorial person explains, and you think, ‘Oh 
my gosh!’ Sometimes I just couldn’t grasp it until I got together with the group and 
heard how other people it and I thought, ‘Oh my word, so that’s how it’s done!” (IT, 
p.12). 
Her microeconomics subject was fraught with difficulty: “When I thought I knew my 
microeconomics, I didn’t. That’s what freaked me out until I sat with a person the night 
before a test and I just grasped it immediately. I’m very glad that the guy helped me 
out else I wouldn’t have had my ‘Ah ha!’ moment. Sometimes other students, like the 
student I met or tutors, explain better than the actual lecturer”. She had recently 
received a score of 45% for a Microeconomics test which caused her great stress: “I 
was like Whoahh!” (IT, p.13). She explained that she was sitting on a class attendance 
percentage of 52% for this subject. 
Tammy didn’t feel that attending her lectures was important despite the fact that she 
was struggling in a few of her subjects (at this campus each student attended one 
lecture in a large group per week followed by two or three tutorial classes per subject 
which comprised no more than 25 students). Lecture slides were always uploaded 
onto the learning management system which she could refer to. She felt it even less 
important to attend lectures, especially if you could not understand what the lecturer 
was saying: “One of our lecturers has an accent which makes it difficult for me to 
understand him”. (IT, p.7). She also observed how there were some students who did 




Tammy had quickly come to the conclusion that some of her lecturers were not looking 
out for her as a student: “I realised that the lecturers don’t really give a, excuse me, 
crap, if you hand in the assignment or not.  They don’t care, they don’t!  There are so 
many of us, so they don’t care. Only two of my lecturers push us, (name of lecturer) 
and (name of lecturer). My other lecturer; “…oh my gosh!  He’s probably the most laid-
back lecturer I’ve ever met” (IT, p.15).   
Although Tammy knew that online and face-to-face academic support was available, 
she had not made use of it: “…I’m a bit technically challenged [laughs], so it’s been a 
struggle for me. I even struggle a bit on my laptop to get onto an email…I just struggle 
a bit.  So, I just try [laughs] to avoid stuff [laughs] that would challenge me a bit. I would 
rather go into a book and look for stuff than go onto the internet [laughs] (IT, p.9). She 
explained that she was computer literate and knew the basics but could not do much 
more than that: “I don’t know, I have blonde moments every now and then and I just 
shut out. We had to do a Power Point presentation, we’ve had to do assignments, I 
am fine with that.  But going to try figure out stuff out and clicking here clicking there, 
I just can’t. I get confused” (IT, p.10).  
She admitted that she had not physically been into the library in her first few months 
of studies: “I haven’t physically used the library but I’m sure it would be easy” (IT, p.10). 
Her lecturer had arranged for the ‘learning skills advisors’ staff members, who provide 
academic support, to come into one of their lectures and explain how to access the 
library online: “…that’s how I figured out how to get all my information. That helped 
quite a bit. The management lecturer asked them to come down, because I think that 
she realised that we were all going to struggle” (IT, p.11).   
She  realised that she should have met her lecturer for consultation when she needed 
help with referencing for an assignment. She narrated a story of a time when she had 
to complete her first assignment: “I was so amped about this first assignment; I was 
so excited.  I knew what I was doing but I made the mistake of asking another first- 
year student for assistance instead of my lecturer. This is where I learnt that you can’t 
trust a lot of people…I sent him my work and he said, ‘No, just put a reference here 
and then you’re fine’. There was no in-text referencing in my assignment. So, I thought 
it was right, but when I got it back, I got 45% and a comment which read, “…referencing 




He was in my class and so I looked at his assignment afterwards. To my surprise he 
had added in-text referencing on his after I had met with him. I learnt you cannot really 
trust people that quickly. This event was presented as a black mark in the calm part of 
her river. She narrated: “…that was my first hiccup. I don’t speak to that student 
anymore because he gave me the wrong advice.” (IT, p.16). 
In other subjects for the rest of the semester she ensured that she sought academic 
support from suitably qualified academic staff members in microeconomics and 
statistics. She explained that she had started to email lecturers if she had questions 
and going to her tutors for academic consultations. She explained that she had started 
to ask lectures for help directly after classes in the teaching venues which was helpful. 
A tributary in her river with a tree next to it during her first semester depicted her 
microeconomics tutor. Although she was grateful to him for suggesting that she take 
the economics route in her studies: “…it didn’t interest me much…” (FGP;01:27:36)  
Tammy depicted this tributary in her river to show that the possibility had existed to 
take another path but this came to dead end. 
Her initial resistance to seek academic support was explained: “…students are too shy 
to go to academic consultations. They don’t really want to accept that they are failing.  
They don’t want anyone to know that they’re failing. I’ve experienced this myself.  I 
didn’t want anyone to know that I’m failing, but then I thought; ‘…you know what? Stuff 
it!  They must know because they can help me, what if they can?’.  I had a similar 
situation with a friend of mine. When we came to collect our microeconomics 
assignment, he said, ‘…I have to go speak to Dr (name of lecturer) because I got a 
‘red mark’ on my assignment.  And I said, ‘Oh, so did I!’ So, you can see, we’re a bit 
shy and we usually don’t want to tell anybody. I decided that I wasn’t going to be shy 
any longer because I had failed. What if they could help me? I’ve noticed a lot of people 
who don’t want to say that they have failed’” (IT, p.17). 
From early on in her first semester, Tammy realised that group studying was an 
important source of support for her. From being placed in a group of four by a lecturer 
for an accounting assignment initially, the four of them continued to work together to 
learn from each other to obtain better marks: “…the four of us just clicked together so 




study something like statistics or management, we’d come together, throw in our own 
opinions and then study together” (IT, p.9).   
Tammy was not engaged with extra-curricular campus activities in her first year. She 
felt that the communication around extra-curricular activities could have been better: 
“[laughs]… sometimes you don’t even know it’s happening until you see a poster, or 
somebody says, ‘this happened last night!’  It’s happened quite a few times to us and 
then you see something advertised and you think, ‘when did this actually happen?’ - 
we haven’t seen it. So, I haven’t actually participated in any events [laughs]. (IT, p. 12) 
She explained that she and her friends concentrated on their work when they were not 
in class.   
Despite saying that she did not participate in extra-curricular activities, Tammy 
narrated the need to have arranged events on campus for first-year students. It would 
be important to do this to: “…throw everyone in, so that they can mingle, so that they 
can get or give information. You could even make these events compulsory so that us 
first-years actually get to know each other. What I’ve noticed is once you’re in a group, 
you as the outsider are just shut out.  They only want the group and nobody else. It 
will help students cope better with academic groupwork – just throw everyone in, sort 
out issues involved in working as groups, sort out your issues now – it’s not high school 
any longer” (IT, p.18). 
Looking back on her first few months in higher education, it had not been at all like 
what she had initially expected: “Everyone is so enthusiastic to come study at 
university, but they don’t realise that everything is more difficult. Only accounting for 
me is easier than when I was in high school. I think high school was just a load of 
nonsense that they were giving us, but it’s a big step!  You don’t know what you’re 
getting thrown into. Projects and assignments are done differently. It’s a lot different 
to high school, it really is.” (IT, p.15).   
Tammy was the only respondent who brought four memes (photographs which focus 
on life or societal observations making them funny or relatable) that reminded her of 
her first-year experience.  The meme below depicted how her first year had become 






Figure 12 – Meme 1 reminding Tammy of her first-year experience 
She further explained: “In my first semester I drank a lot of coffee, ate lots of sweets 
and had a lot of sleepless nights. Coffee and sweets kept me awake…it was literally 
chaos. Like if you’re not on top of it and not there, you’re screwed.  That’s all I can 
say”. She described learning to work on Microsoft Word as confusing and chaotic: 
“…you move an image a millimetre to the left and all sorts of texts and images appear, 
four new pages appear, all of a sudden commas swarm across your page, in the 
distance while working you hear sirens, you literally move one thing in a document 
and it’s just chaos…” (Tammy, Ph 1, p.1) 
 




Still reflecting, she spoke of how active she was in primary school which made her 
think about her current activeness: “In high school I started getting sick, so it started 
cutting down a little and I got back into gyming properly this year, until I injured myself!  
I always do that, I’m so clumsy!  The gyming helps a lot, it takes the stress almost 
away completely because your mind is not over thinking. But on the flip side, you’re 
too tired to stay up at night [laughs] because gym killed you. But you have to do gym 
if you’re studying…” (IT, p.21).   
Despite the difficulties she had faced so far in her first few months she was still 
positive. She testified that: “…coming here has been a success because it’s made me 
more focused and determined to get to where I want to be and how I want to live. I 
want to major in management and take it further. I’m brilliant at management.  I know 
what’s going on, I know how to do it. When doing assignments, I reach out to managers 
in industry for their practical insights...when you grasp something so easily, and you 
know how to do it, I just want to do it!  I just want to study further, it’s ridiculous!” (IT, 
p.18). She added that her family was not responsible for her success: “…not family. 
My family’s crazy.” (IT, p.18). 
Tammy knew that she still needed to overcome her feelings of being stressed 
constantly and doubting herself: “I doubt myself a lot and my mom probably wants to 
smack me! [laughs]. Every now and then I stress a lot.  I don’t know, it’s only been 
since chef school last year that I’ve started stressing in a major way.  I stress a lot, I 
panic, and I throw myself off and I doubt myself. I never doubted myself in accounting 
and management and I excel in these two subjects. But I doubted myself in 
microeconomics and statistics and as a result, my marks dropped (IT, p.19). Despite 
this she believed that she could overcome her challenges. Thinking back to being at 
chef school she explained: “If I could get through chef school and do a chefing exam, 
I can get through these upcoming exams [laughs]. At chef school my exam duration 
was six hours! We had to do a four-course meal for ten people! That’s individually!  So, 
if I could get through that and pass that with almost a distinction, I’m very sure [laughs] 
I can get through these exams! [laughs] (IT, p.19).  
Tammy’s second meme was entitled: “When all you want to do is sleep but life’s 





Figure 14 - Meme 3 reminding Tammy of her first-year experience 
Tammy intimated that she often felt like the bear in the meme did: “…I work a lot; I 
pressure myself a lot and let’s say it’s because I’m an overachiever.  It’s kind of my 
downfall as well. I always feel like I am late. I wake myself up extremely early just to 
study or to do work because I feel like I haven’t done enough. If I’m sleeping, I’m 
literally dreaming that I am waking myself up because I’m worried that I don’t know the 
answer to something. So, it’s literally everything hitting at once. I don’t know what’s 
coming …” (Tammy, Ph, 1). 
Tammy narrated that although she felt that it might sound stupid, her dog, her mother 
and her friends were instrumental in her getting through her days in her first semester: 
“…I love going home and seeing my dog, and she knows my routine. When I get home, 
I go straight to my mother and father’s bathroom.  She runs and jumps on my parents’ 
bed and she waits there for me.  So that’s a good thing. I love coming home to that.  
And then, probably my mom too.  She always asks me how my day went. I tell her my 
stories of the day and I usually freak out a little bit and then she replies, ‘…ugh! you’re 




to mine and my Mom’s conversations. The interesting thing is that although she’s 
probably going to yell at me, she’s got a point!  And, my friends also get me through 
my days. I also currently have a boyfriend who always encourages me by saying things 
like, ‘…you can do this!’ So, these types of things keep me motivated and push me to 
do my best” (IT, p.20). 
The imminent arrival of Tammy’s first semester examinations was marked by stress 
and turmoil for her. Her ‘river of life’ drawing depicted a dark area on her river which 
was marked by the words: ‘Exam stress’. The water in her river looked dark and she 
explained that the water had a ‘strong current’ and was turbulent with clouds and rain 
above it. She described it as: “…then we have this exam stress, it's this panic, chaos, 
trying to figure out what was going on and a strong current - everyone's stressed and 
that's why that's there” (FGP; 01:27:36). 
She related her extreme stress when she studied for her microeconomics examination: 
“…I had to study my bum off for the exams.  I still wasn’t too sure. The night before I 
was here until 8 o’clock that night - and stress, stressing big time for it! We sat with a 
group and there was a guy there who wasn’t even part of our group, he just came to 
join us.  He said, ‘Listen guys, are you studying for micro?’ And we said, ‘Ja’.  He 
joined us to study and he’s the reason I passed.” (IT, p.13). 
Along with her exam stress in the drawing, Tammy depicted a brown landslide. She 
had drawn the landslide to explain: “…I was sick when I was writing my last accounting 
exam, I had a bladder infection and my mother refused to take me to the doctor and I 
failed the exam. So, I failed accounting and had to go attend summer school to 
complete the subject” (CWD: 00;54:20). 
In conversation whilst drawing her ‘river of life’ she narrated deeper insights into her 
illness during the period of her first semester examinations, and the pressure she 
faced with her family as they expected only the best results from her. She explained: 
“…me getting higher distinctions are important to my family…if I get just a distinction, 
they are happy, but they still say, ‘you could have done better’” (CWD, 00:50:06). She 
blamed her mother for her failing accounting in her first semester: “…and then I failed 
accounting in first semester last year because I had a bladder infection and my Mom 




I don’t think that the marker could even read my handwriting…ja, that’s what I go 
through…it took them about four months to realise that my appendix was about to 
burst” (CWD; 00:50:55). She received sympathy from John (IR10) who was 
incredulous of this event in her life who commented that she was: “…still so chipper…” 
despite such a setback (CWD; 00:51:20). She replied: “…I’ve got other things to worry 
about, I don’t let that bother me anymore…because I know that I can leave my family 
behind after I’m done…I’m literally just using them to pay for my university…then I’m 
gone…I can’t afford to do this by myself…but I don’t want to leave the house yet 
because my dogs are there” (CWD; 00:51:28). 
The part of her river after the landslide was depicted as flowing easily and being calm: 
“…this calm part here represents holidays – the mid-year vacation - we're happy, 
everything's okay” (FGP; 01:27:36). 
Tammy explained her excitement for her second semester after her mid-year vacation.  
On her drawing she indicated that a lecturer had influenced her to take up law as a 
course of study. At the time of presenting her drawing she narrated that she was still 
thinking about this and it was at the back of her mind. She predicted that it would be a 
dead end, as depicted in her drawing because she was focusing on marketing and 
management. Tammy’s river depicting her second semester included another 
tributary. She had drawn a tree which she felt represented her making her own 
decisions. She purposefully did not draw anything else there: “That's why there's 
nothing there. I decided not to only do management. I decided to double-major in 
management and marketing” (FGD; 02:12:51). 
Her excitement at a fresh start to her second semester was thwarted soon after she 
started attending classes. She related her experiences in a business law subject: 
“Everyone flat-out panicked with this subject.  As students we thought; ‘What the 
heck?’ I think it was just the lecturer herself who made it seem like law was intense.  
She was very strict, but she was also really nice, and everyone was thinking; ‘Ah we 
did first semester. Second semester is going to be fine’. And it was not fine. It was 
even more hard work. Basically, each semester brings more and more hard work” 




The following meme entitled: “Why do I already feel behind at uni when uni hasn’t even 
started yet?” reminded her of the start of her second semester and her stress relaring 
to her business law subject. 
 
Figure 15 - Meme 4 reminding Tammy of her first-year experience 
Her second semester was marred with health issues which added to her chaotic 
experience of first year. This was depicted as the dark part of her river in her second 
semester “…I didn't have the intention for it to be chaos, it was just that my health 
deteriorated. I had surgery; I missed the first four weeks of university this semester. 
[All respondents say "wow"!] I was so mad - I had to have knee surgery - double, 
double! I cracked the cartilage behind my knees. On top of that I had a complication, 
so I was back in for two days – imagine trying to catch all of that up” (CWD; 00:42:15). 
The looming second semester exam stress reappeared and so did her family 
problems: “There were big family problems in my life [laughs]. When I came to write 
exams, I think it was in the last week of the semester, I was at a family function.  Funny 
enough, I've told them a lot lately (referring to her drawing group) that I'm very, very 




my elbow, so my arm was in a sling. So, with everything going on I was writing exams 
with one arm” (FGP; 01:32:17). 
Resolution and coda 
Tammy reflected on her first year of study: “First year. It was a roller coaster. That's 
all I can say. There were ups and downs. You were happy, you were sad. You were 
angry and you were nervous. You were excited. So, you can't really say...I don't know 
how many people who could say; ‘I had a great first year. There weren’t any hiccups.’ 
I haven't come across anybody like that. A lot of things went on…” (FGD; 01:31:12).  
Her memories of first-year had been clouded with stressful and negative events but 
she depicted trees and flowers and green fields in her drawing to represent her 
memories of her first year: “Then as you can see there's small little things around…and 
it's much more green because flowers represent memories I've had in between; so 
maybe going to a friend’s house or a friend's birthday…people influence me, not in 
terms of my university decision, but they have influenced some part of my first-year. 
Even though there was bad stuff going on, I remained positive that's why my drawing 
is more bright than dark” (FGP; 01:29:09). 
She advised other students that in order to succeed academically in higher education, 
they needed to work with other students to get ahead academically. She emphasised 
the value of sitting and studying with a peer who was attaining high marks in a subject, 
as students sometimes struggled to understand a lecturer. She also felt that creating 
‘Whatsapp’ chat groups where students could get help from other students could be 
beneficial.   
She further advised: “Do not have high expectations of what you want to achieve.  
Study.  Don’t study last minute.  I’ve noticed a couple of people who have done that 
but it’s not going to get you anywhere if you only start studying a week before exams” 
(IT, p.21). Reflecting on her study regimen she admitted that she had tried to do too 
much just before examinations; “I studied seven hours one day in the week before 
examinations for management, alone.  I probably studied for twenty-five hours 
altogether for management.  Go to consultations, even if you feel like you don’t need 




helps a lot.  I’ve never ever missed one tutorial” (IT, p.21).  She added that other 
mistakes that first-year students made were “…not attending the lectures and not 
going to tutorials; waking up late; not setting the alarms and slacking with coursework. 
In one lecture for accounting there were probably only 30 off us and there should have 
been over 300 students attending (IT, p.21). Based on her personal experience of 
having a fellow student give her incorrect information about referencing she said that 
students “…trust people too easily.  They think that people are there to help them but 
they’re not there for your best interests, they’re there for themselves. That’s what I 
picked up.  That’s what happened to me and I’m very wary of who I trust now.  I feel 
that I fit in with the friends that I have now, and they are there to help me…” (IT, p.22). 
The sun in Tammy’s picture depicted her: “It's just...I'm a very bubbly person and I 
don't like...I've had a lot of hardships. Like health deteriorating quite hectically. And 
then it all just carried on now to the end of my first year. Like you can see a sun, it 
represents me - I just carry on. But I've always remained positive…there's always 
better things - brighter things to come, so I'm very positive about it” (FGD; 01:31:41). 
She reflected that she was driven by her personal motivation to succeed (FGD; 
01:32:00). She further offered: “I don’t want to be my parents. I don’t want to go through 
the struggles my parents did, I do not want to be them at all” (FGD; 01:32:23). 
Despite how things had worked for her she was steadfast and confident in how her 
year had played out. She confidently saw herself as an entrepreneur as well as an 
academic. John (IR10) asked her if she was not an academic at heart when she related 
that she had started out in chef school but had decided to come into higher education. 
She replied, “I'm a bit of both, I get HD's (high distinctions), don't ask me how. 
Sometimes I don't even know myself. I ended up choosing marketing as one of my 
paths because I grasp it quite easily… (CWD; 00:42:15) 
Reflecting on the focus group discussion she “noticed that a lot of (respondents) had 
issues with friends - that caused a lot of problems. A lot of us mentioned that there 
was something about a friend and that seems to play an important role being in 
university” (FGD; 02:16:07). She also noted that there were some lecturers that 
students had positive experiences with and some that they did not have good 




everybody loves. And then you get that one, that you're just like...uh uh [giggles all 
around] (FGD; 02:22:26). 
She felt that a common thing that got her and other respondents through the year was 
their personal drive to do well (FGD; 02:27:18). She added: “…I’ve got a lot of 
determination in me” (FGD; 02:30:20). Sport helped her to relieve some of the stress 
of her first year: “Gyming - it takes all the stress out.  I used to do swimming and ballet; 
I was very active in primary school” (IT, p.20 and Tammy, Ph, p1). 
Tammy’s personal reflection is copied verbatim below:  
“Today I learnt that everyone might go through the same things I do; it might not be 
exactly similar but still somewhat the same. We tend to focus on friends being an 
important aspect of our lives or have people that we deem important enough to have 
some influence. Telling my story from my first year helped me realise how I have 
changed since I had the first interview with Debbie whether it be from people 
influencing me, health taking its toll or just growing up. Not matter what we go through; 
all the hardships and agonising times, we still managed to use our inner strength to 
pull through it and come out on top”. 
 
Tammy engaged well in the drawing activity explaining that although she was a 
perfectionist, she had found it fun, relaxing and a de-stressor: “What a way to de-stress 
after the exams. It’s nice. It’s either this or clean my room (laughter). This is easier?” 
(CWD; 00:13:17). Later, she repeated: “I like de-stressing…this is fun…even though 
I’m a perfectionist. this is so relaxing…I wish…she (referring to me as researcher) 
should actually continue with us to see how we grow into second and third year”(CWD; 
00:27:10). 
 
At the time of writing up this research in 2020 Tammy had successfully completed her 
Bachelor of Business Science degree at the end of 2018. She had met the 







 Narrative portrait of John (IR10) 
Go out and conquer – fit those puzzle pieces 
together. 
 
Abstract and orientation 
The rainfall at the start of John’s ‘‘river of life’’ represented him coming into the world. 
He joked that his birthday was very significant given that he was born on Christmas 
Day. John had a gift of making light of situations in a humorous way – his comment 
causing the rest of the respondents to giggle (FGP; 01:48:58). From the outset of 
John’s story, he was honest, funny, and had insights beyond what his age and 
experience would suggest. 
He was a social science student double majoring in political and international studies 
with an extended major in political studies. 
John’s narrative portrait is one of a confident, enthusiastic, humorous, self-confessed 
arrogant young man.  He was aware of this character flaw which he worked on 
constantly over his first year to overcome. He knew what he wanted and in what 
direction he was going in his first year. He suffered an identity crisis halfway through 
his first year and overcame this through personal growth and through the nurturing of 
significant others during this year of study. MSA became his ‘home’. He did not seek 
pity or special treatment due to his disability. Highly intelligent, John told his turbulent 
first-year story with a high level of eloquence, maturity, openness, and passion. 
John introduced himself confidently when I first met him: “Well, I was born with cerebral 
palsy, on Christmas Day, in 1996. Many said that I would never make it…And I 
matriculated as one of the top three in my class.  I also received the Dux Award for 
academic achievement on numerous occasions at school. I also chaired the (name of 
political organisation) Youth, which is the youth wing of the (name of political party), in 
the (area) constituency, for about one and a half years, before coming here.  And right 
now, I’m working on, hopefully completing both a Ph.D. in international relations, as 




His ‘‘river of life’’ drawing showed two mountains: “The first one represents my medical 
diagnosis at birth - the one that would pretty much haunt me (dry laugh) for the rest of 
my life. The other mountain represents the sort of anecdotes and the extra baggage 
that came with it, whether it was a wheelchair, the stigma, whatever you want to call 
it. So that was, I think, part of my formative years...what made me who I am today. 
Going down the line I had a relatively easy childhood - as far as family was concerned. 
I had a lot of surgery, I had a lot of, you know, nonsense go on. And with that there 
was always this, ‘There's me and there's them’, you know there's always this... ‘Okay 
wait, he's the new kid…He walks like John Wayne’ and, ‘How the hell do I say hi to 
this guy?’ You know, there's always this separation of ... ‘Here you are, there they are’. 
So, how do you try and bring them together without freaking everybody out? That's 
sort of the whole thing...it's hard to describe but, you know, that's the scenario at the 
time, particularly growing up. So that was pretty much what my school career looked 
like” (FGP; 01:49:49) 
 





Figure 17 - John presenting his first-year experience 
He gave some insight into his time at high school: “…I came from a background, where 
people were uncultured, ill-disciplined and just didn’t care about tomorrow.  All they 
cared about was the here and now. For me, this was bizarre as they had no vision, no 
strategy…nothing. But that’s not who I am.  As a result, I became incredibly arrogant…I 
must say that it hurt me in the end” (IT, p.12). 
He was agnostic by belief (IT, p.17) and explained that his experience of his upbringing 
had provided him with all the support he needed: “My parents were told; ‘put him (John) 
in a home and forget about him’, and they refused to do so.  They supported me every 
step of the way, which you know, has led me to believe that I’m actually not that 
different from anybody else. I’ve got the capacity to achieve anything that anybody 
else has set out to achieve, first. Secondly, I think we are a very tight-knit family unit, 
particularly here in South Africa.  We’ve got family all over the world.  But the South 
African group of the (John’s surname) household is quite a tight group as well. This 
makes you realise the importance of partnership and what certain bonds can bring.  I 
think those are the two main pillars of my upbringing that would contribute to that” (IT, 
p.17).   
From his experience of his upbringing he had made important motivational choices as 




sake, like me, a disabled person, you’ve got one of two choices.  You can either go 
and make your life worthwhile, or you can just sit around and wait for better days and 
basically wait to die.  So, you’ve got two choices.  And I took the first choice, and I 
said, ‘Well, I’m going to make my life worthwhile’.  People will know who I am.  So, I 
think that is the first step.  The second step for me, is I always believed in, 
cosmopolitan stances, diplomatic relations, restoring relations and establishing 
partnerships.  As one reads more, as one observes more, you amend certain methods 
and learn certain skills which help you in that.  It’s an immensely personal motivation” 
(IT, p.17). 
John had come to learn of the campus and experience it through attending a matric 
revision programme in 2015 at MSA. 
Complicating actions and evaluation  
For John, coming to MSA to study was “…very accidental.  It wasn’t actually by design, 
purely because I was a bit sketchy about, you know, it being a so-called foreign 
university.  I didn’t know how, if you did your BA here, and you went off and did your 
other degrees elsewhere, how it would level out - if it was compatible, that sort of thing.  
After coming here, I realised that I had been in a small, high school environment near 
to MSA, there were only 160 of us give or take.  So, I looked at this and I thought; 
‘Well, here’s a small environment, it could be more sensitive to my needs as a disabled 
person’.  So that sort of streamlined the whole coming to Monash, and then obviously 
backed it up with its cosmopolitan stance. I really enjoyed that” (IT, p.2).   
He registered early for his degree and attended the full orientation week. It was a lot 
for him to take in initially: “…coming into a new environment is always very daunting. 
You come in and you realise that…this is reality, this is what you’ve been working 
towards for the last 12 years of your life” (IT, p.3).  
During his orientation week he found that his academic orientation sessions were 
“…quite interactive on a number of levels. In some cases, I felt that it only scraped the 
surface of certain aspects of university life, and that’s what I’ve put forward to relevant 
people.  I’ve said certain things need to change in that respect. There was one lecture 
that focused on ‘demystifying academic work’. I recently attended a tutorial, where a 




know…And I felt that that needed to be included, because often you come into a 
tertiary environment, and you actually have no idea of how theories are made, how 
concepts are made, how do they relate to one another?  And I found that’s been a 
great benefit, to not only myself, but also to other fellow students…” (IT, p.4). He was 
able to do this through his appointment as a class representative, “…you know, I’m a 
class representative for four subjects. So, I’m always on the ground.  I’ve put that 
recommendation forward as one of the, one of the main amendments that they should 
consider” (IT, p.3 - 4).  
The peer support that he received during his orientation week was positive for him: “… 
it’s always comforting to know that you’re not the only one.  I must say that the 
orientation student buddies were very helpful in that regard.  You know, the orientation 
week is by students for students, basically, which I think helps to level out the playing 
field. It makes communication easier, you know, because it’s a counterpart, not a 
superior, which helps a great deal” (IT, p.3). He added: “But I think overall it’s a well-
structured programme.  It’s well-organised. One immediately gets a feel that there is 
this partnership between students and lecturers, which I think you wouldn’t find 
anywhere else” (IT, p.4).  
John narrated that the institution advertised itself as  ‘world class’ (IT, p.12) and so he 
expected a world class experience: “…at first glance, one would definitely say that it 
is world class. It’s a very posh environment, very accessible, very neat, very clean, 
and in some cases, very prestigious.  I was very impressed with the library, so I had 
high expectations for the type of literature that I would find here. I also held high 
expectations for the lecturers.  I had high expectations for the content of the lectures 
themselves.  I obviously had expectations for the students that were that were coming 
here, because I think our academic entry requirements are slightly higher than most 
local universities” (IT, p.12). His lecturers met his expectations in that he described 
them as: “…absolutely phenomenal…” (IT, p.12). He mentioned his dean and lecturer 
by their first names: “I love my (first name of lecturer) and (first name of dean), I have 
the best service from them…” (CWD; 00:37:02). Comparing these comments to how 
he felt about his lecturers by the end of his first year was a contrast. By the end of the 
year he narrated that he had good and bad lecturers: “...we've got a particular 




they're good to go. And then there's one, that c*cks it all up [other respondents burst 
out laughing] ...you can relate to what I'm talking about”. (FGD; 02:22:35) 
His fellow students had met 80 – 85% of his expectations but he observed that he 
questioned why a few students were even there. He had noticed that there were some 
students that lacked interest in studying. He felt that their places should rather be given 
to others who wanted to study. He asked of these students: “…what the hell are you 
actually doing here?  It doesn’t help that you’re studying something that you don’t like, 
and it doesn’t help if you are studying just for the sake of studying.  I know people here 
that are on their third degree, and they don’t know what they’re doing – not that they 
don’t know what they’re doing, but they don’t know what they want out of life…” 
(IT,p.20). He explained that students needed to seek multiple sources of career 
guidance and be intentional about the subjects that they enrolled for.   
He found that he was fitting in well: “…I think I’m by nature a social being.  I’m not a 
hermit.  Also, the campus is easy to access, you know, very sensitive to my needs, as 
far as using my wheelchair is concerned, and so on.  So, I’ve had no problems with 
that whatsoever” (IT, p.5).  He felt that MSA: “…is a very - if I may say, cultured, 
organisation.  Nobody is condescending towards somebody else because of who you 
are, or what you are. Everything is given based on merit” (IT, p.5). Comparing how he 
felt presently, a few months after leaving high school, he explained; “So, to make that 
transition to an environment where you’ve got cultured people, you’ve got disciplined 
people and people that care. At least I have found certain people that have a career 
goal and life goals. And that was quite a discovery, it gave me a relaxation period 
because you’re fighting with yourself on the inside. Then you can say, ‘Well, hold on, 
relax! You’re now in an environment where there’s more people like you…you actually 
start enjoying life for once” (IT, p.12). 
He continued in the same vein; “…I have a past of being extremely arrogant.  But I 
think since being here it’s not as bad as what it once was…purely because you know, 
you’re surrounding yourself with people who are now intellectually stimulating, and 
aren’t just waiting for apples to grow on trees, for argument’s sake.  Other than that, I 
think my greatest challenge is not being able to distance myself; “…I can sit down for 




John had identified and accessed relevant support from the campus to meet his needs. 
He had approached the disability unit and had filled in applications for concessions 
during the semester, as well as examinations: “I made full use of that, and that’s 
worked quite well for me. It’s probably the reason why I am where I am now” (IT, p.10). 
John was pleasantly surprised that “…my mobility is not as impeded as what I thought 
it would be.  But I have visual challenges, which makes it a little bit more difficult to 
complete certain things timeously. This is frustrating for me, but it gets done” (IT, p.15).     
He was also aware of the on-campus psychology unit but had not had the need to 
make use of their services. He was also aware of student services, course planners 
and career guidance. He had not used the career office to its full extent as he indicated: 
“…because I know where I want to go and because my lecturers have planned my 
course map for me” (IT, p.10). He narrated that he had made use of further academic 
support through the learning skills advisors and subject librarians in the library on 
multiple occasions. He had met them in person for his own academic needs as well 
the needs of other students in his capacity as a class representative.   
He felt that his previous experience and exposure had been the catalyst for him in 
being elected as a class representative: “…I’ve always been a person of the people” 
(IT, p.8). He explained that he had been a school ambassador for about five years and 
reminded me that he had been the youth chairman for a local political constituency.  
Through holding these positions in the past, he had been “…introduced to people of 
different cultures, different backgrounds, both domestically and economically” (IT, 
p.8).  He instinctively knew that this was something he could become good at and felt 
that the campus needed more good class representatives: “… somebody who can act 
as the bridge between the lecturer and the students.  If you have a weak class 
representative it doesn’t quite bring about the desired effect” (IT, p.8).   
John had depicted himself in red colour in his drawing, reading a pile of books: “…if 
you look at my drawing that's not a wall! That's actually supposed to be a mountain of 
books that I am trying to work my way through. Yes, and through that I've become a 
bit of a bibliophile, I think I'm still a bibliophile. I've got more books than what I have 
bookshelf space. This is quite rare, given my eye condition, that makes it very difficult 




His eye condition had caused turbulence for him in his first year of study: “I wouldn’t 
say it was traumatic.  I’d definitely say it has had turbulence along the way…purely 
because first of all, I am disabled, and that affects the eyesight as well.  So, your 
reading speed and everything’s a little hampered.  The volume of work can sometimes 
be overwhelming” (IT, p.6). He explained that he had overcome this by “…reading with 
a red ruler so that you don’t lose your line” (IT, p.6). He narrated that he did not allow 
his eye condition to hold him back: “…if you’re passionate about a particular discipline, 
as I am… you’ll read, no matter how long it takes you. It pushed me a little over the 
edge but the disability unit in conjunction with the lecturers, was also very helpful in 
accommodating in that regard” (IT, p.6). By disclosing the issue that he had to the 
institution, he was given, “…extensions for research and assignments and that sort of 
thing, so it allowed me the time I needed” (IT, p.6).  
John was surprised at how quickly his love for academia had grown in his first few 
months in higher education: “And then obviously the influence of applying to MSA 
eventually comes in and then all of a sudden I tend to discover my love for, not only 
academia, but a particular interest for international security. And I started picking up 
my research interests fairly early in life which I think was quite rare.”  (FGP; 01:50:46). 
His personal growth was evident in his words: “I don't have any formal political, lifelong 
ambition like I used to have. I always wanted to be this lifelong politician, but now it 
seems to have drifted away into a more strategic entry into the political realm. It’s 
something I enjoy…I love the people element of it, you know what I'm saying - and this 
is why I love diplomacy so much - you can go and learn so much about different 
cultures, different interests, needs, wants. The interaction that people give you is 
absolutely priceless”. (CWD; 00:45:48). 
Tensions with his family were a feature of John’s first-year experience causing 
turbulence in his life. He explained: “…I can easily work 8 or 10 hours straight, with no 
break - it doesn’t bother me... whereas, the family’s not used to that.  They’re used to 
seeing more of me, they’re not used to the hard, academic grind that comes with 
pursuing a career, and a tertiary education.  So, there’s immediately that tension there. 
My parents say, ‘Why are you spending 8 to 10 hours behind your desk?’ (IT, P.7). He 
reflected that they likely missed his company. He explained that he had an open 




have a very open relationship.  We may have our differences, but we’re not in any 
way, clandestine or isolated, or anything like that” (IT, p.7).  I’m also the first one in my 
generation to go to university, so that caused some tensions within the family.  But you 
know, I think that’s, that’s all that basically stood in the way with my family.  I want to 
be here at MSA.  I know what I want to do. And I’ve got lecturers that are willing to 
help me get there, so there’s no reason for me to have an unpleasant experience” (IT, 
p.6).   
His academic results were exceeding both his and other’s expectations. One of his 
biggest achievements in first year was “…when I was pulled aside, and asked to 
complete a 12-subject major, instead of 8 subjects” (IT, p.7). He attributed this to his 
dedication to and interest in the discipline of political science.  
John felt that certain improvements to the campus were necessary to improve the 
experience for other students: “…Referencing is a massive issue because different 
staff members give different advice. However, discipline-specific advice is needed. 
You’ve got two reliable sources that are pulling you in two different directions. This can 
cause people to lose the love for a particular discipline, which is not what we want. 
Lecturers should co-ordinate with the library staff to avoid students experiencing 
confusion in this area”. (IT, p. 19). 
He felt that the campus had not capitalised on its cosmopolitan stance: “…the Student 
Representative Council (SRC) is a little bit on the slow side when it comes to certain 
things.  MSA is part of a larger network of universities and we are not capitalising on 
these international networks. If we’ve got relations that go beyond our borders, then 
we need to be able to maintain those relations, both nationally and internationally” (IT, 
p.13). 
He gave further examples of where he felt that the campus was falling short of his 
expectations. He mentioned a student at a public higher education institution who had 
sadly passed away recently in a car crash. He explained that that the SRC should 
have sent a letter of condolence and used this as leverage to build relationships with 
an esteemed public higher education institution. He also felt that students who went 
on exchange programmes needed to be ambassadors for the campus and encourage 




campus needed to attract high level guest speakers to stimulate and encourage higher 
level academic conversation.  
Four months into his first year, John had not joined any extra-curricular clubs, 
societies, or engagement initiatives of the campus: “My programme is pretty full as it 
is, already” (IT, p.14).  He felt that although during his school years he had involved 
himself heavily in community engagement activities, now was not the time for this. He 
gave various reasons for this: “…at this point in time, it’s more important for me to find 
myself, find my feet, particularly being the first one in my generation, to come to a 
tertiary institution” (IT, p.14).  He felt the need to ensure that what he had chosen was 
right for him, in terms of his subject choices, in terms of his academic path.  He also 
related that there were a lot of physical and personal challenges that he had needed 
to overcome as an individual: “You know, make sure that you are comfortable within 
your own environment first, before you extend, or sprout your wings, and carry on.  So 
maybe next semester…” (IT, p.14). 
John possessed a ‘toolkit’ that he used to get himself through his early days in first 
year: “I would say that there are a number of weapons in my arsenal that I use.  For 
argument’s sake, I have certain goals in life, I have a strategic plan.  And I focus on 
that… ‘don’t give up now’.  And I have my passion for my discipline.  I have now been 
offered the chance to do a 12-subject major, so I’m really looking forward to that, 
completing all the subjects within the next three years.   Something like that gives you 
that push, you know. I have always personally believed that you should try and be the 
type of person that people actually want to be around, rather than being dour and 
morbid – the kind of person that brings the whole atmosphere down.  For me, it’s all 
about going out and making the best of what lies ahead of you. I’ve always believed 
that if you’re proud of where you are, everything else falls into place.  I’m proud to be 
here.  I want to help Monash to grow. (IT, p. 18). 
Around the middle of his first year John moved to explain his discovery of a personal 
identity crisis. This period represented a very traumatic time that he went through in 
his first year on a personal level. He depicted on his drawing as a dark thundercloud 
with rain. Under the thundercloud and the rain, he wrote: ‘The discovery of an identity 
crisis’. He explained: “…and then my year sort of gets worse because I've been going 




strange as it sounds – I’m usually so jolly, I don't know...it hit me here for some reason. 
I don't know why. It's still something I'm trying to determine. There was a really 
turbulent time for me in terms of, “…where do I go from here? How do I make things 
work? How do I separate the professional from the personal - that sort of thing. He 
explained that he was trying to, “fit those puzzle pieces, how do I fit in to the rest of 
the world? Not necessarily because of this or necessarily me as the individual. I think 
that the cloud just contributes to that whole flow of my ‘river of life’. It's more aggressive 
- it's more uncertain and potentially more dangerous” (CWD; 01:54:36). He elaborated 
further: “Debbie, to be honest with you, it was not something that my first year was 
entirely responsible for. This was something that I think, upon reflection, has been 
building up for five years, the floodgates opened - I don't know why. Maybe there are 
reasons why the floodgates opened, I'm not going to disclose those in full. This 
pressure's been building for five years and perhaps because it was an easy transition, 
you know, I felt I could perhaps open up.  So, ... (sighs) while the first year most 
certainly added to the rupturing of the floodgates or on the front gates, it wasn't really 
the determining factor...”  (FGD; 01:55:23).  “It sort of speaks to that uncertainty, that 
I went through at that particular stage” (FGD; 01”57:58).  
Late in his first semester, John found solace in a lecturer (John’s outside influence) 
who showed a genuine interest in his well-being and academic progress. She helped 
him to overcome his identity crisis to some extent; ‘Then, you have another outside 
influence saying; ‘You know what, there's actually nothing wrong with you! You can go 
forth and conquer. Just cut out what needs to be cut out.’ So, I think that was pretty 
much late in my last semester up until now. That's what it's been like. I sort of managed 
to start finding myself again and just to make peace with the whole idea of who I am. 
And I think that, on its own, this was very significant for me because in a way this is 
sort of home, in every sense of the word, home is the centre of my intellect - that's 









Figure 18 - Photograph that reminded John of his first-year experience 
The ‘outside influence’ was elaborated on by John through a photograph he brought 
with one of his lecturers who taught him. The photograph had been taken at an 
academic conference that they both attended in the Western Cape. Looking at the 
photograph he explained that there were several things that came to mind as he looked 
at it. He explained that the photograph was meaningful as: “…I was able to start off 
new and I was able to do what I wanted…I’d  found my calling - I could do politics and 
international studies literally twenty-four-seven, three-sixty-five days a year. 
Previously I had to do math and I had to do science and all those stupid subjects I that 
I actually had no interest in [laughter].  Secondly, I mentioned fitting in was a problem. 
I think coming here’s been the easiest transition for me so far and to round off I think 
that Dr (name of lecturer) made that transition a whole lot easier from an acceptance 
point of view as well” (John, Ph, p.1).  By acceptance, he meant that his lecturer’s 
acceptance of him had symbolised the fact that the institution had accepted him. He 
decided to share further: “…this is highly personal, but anyway…I’ve always been 
accused of being ahead of my time and there’s a lot of people who’ve tried to change 
that within me and tried to force me to go into a direction whereas (name of lecturer) 
hasn’t done that…she’s sort of said; ‘You know what? You are fine the way you are. 
Go and be who you want to be. There’s no need for you to change…not only am I 
being accepted, you know, for my physical appearance I’m also being accepted for 




(name of high school), and they threw me out because I was disabled. They had no 
time for any form of deformity. So, this plays a huge role in trying to find yourself, 
finding acceptance, finding people that will accept you…” (John, Ph, p.1). 
The smaller rivers flowing into his main ‘‘river of life’’ had relevance to his lecturer and 
other influences who believed in him and encouraged him. He explained: “…they are 
outside influences that had a very particular impact on my life. The first outside 
influence is obviously MSA as an institution. I think is the easiest transition I've made 
in a long time. The other influences are basically a group of people. I'm not going to 
name them for privacy reasons. They are people coming in and saying, ‘You know 
what? Yes, there are people that are trying to change you, but there's actually nothing 
wrong with you’. You know, we are all who we are. Yes, we all have our weaknesses 
and yes, some of us are ahead of our time. And that's fine, you can pursue that 
avenue” (FGD; 01:53:33). 
John’s identity crisis was also presented in his drawing in terms of two stick drawings 
of himself – one of himself with a serious face looking down and a second drawing of 
himself smiling as he graduated with his degree in the future. He narrated: “That sort 
of represents the transition from me as I am now - to me in the future at graduation. 
Hopefully what I apply here, what I've learned here, can lead to a better outcome for 
humanity at the end of the day. I think that's always been my goal. I'm a bit of a 
humanitarian, you know. So, that's it in a nutshell - buy the autobiography in ten years’ 
time, twenty, maybe twenty!” (FGP; 01:51:05)   
As John moved forward he was excited to do a ‘Seeking Justice Programme’ in a few 
weeks’ time after his mid-year examinations which would take him on an extensive 
tour through South Africa and Rwanda as part of his international studies programme.   
He positioned himself as being at the forefront of higher education study by studying 
in the discipline of social science: “…I read an interesting article the other day that 
read ‘It's time to admit that the BA is actually harder than any other bachelor’s degree’”. 
He added; “When you do maths, and you do business, you do economics - it's all 
about formulas and definitions and theories...it's stagnant, you apply this, that is the 
outcome, right? This and that, makes that. But the moment that you are in the social 




predict what might happen but that does not mean that that prediction is going to come 
true. Look at Brexit…” (CWD; 00:24:17) He positioned himself as learned and up to 
date with developments in his discipline: “I don't know if anyone has read that book, 
‘The Return of History’: by Jennifer (surname inaudible). Anyway, if you want a fun 
read, you read that…” (CWD; 00:25:22) 
John explained why he had no riverbanks on his drawing. It seemed to sum up the 
rest of his first year – he worked hard on achieving academic success throughout the 
rest of the year: “You'll notice that there are no riverbanks on mine, purely because I 
didn't stop. I am somebody who does not stop by definition. I'm up at five o’clock. I'm 
in bed by midnight every day. I literally don't stop. I am one person that has never 
stopped for air, I never stop for sympathy - I've never stopped for anything and perhaps 
that's part of the problem. But you know, that's just the way I'm built...” (FGD; 
01:57:12). 
Resolution and coda 
The coming together and sharing of first-year experiences was a valuable learning 
experience for John. He had enjoyed the interaction but not necessarily the action of 
having to draw a picture of his first-year journey. It had allowed him to reflect and think 
about where he had come from: “…reflecting and where you come from, obviously the 
past being slightly negative and then ending up where you are now...”. He added that 
the activity could be likened to starting a new trend but commented that drawing itself 
was not pleasant: “…I don’t like creating to pictures” (CWD; 00:30:35) and, “I'm no 
Picasso Debbie, I must warn you” (CWD; 00:30:42). He observed that his drawing was 
a scribble and seemed haywire. Jokingly, he asked if they could burn the drawings 
once they were done. He felt that less evidence of his artwork would be better for all 
(CWD; 00:31:50). Further, as he readied himself to start his presentation he joked: 
“Guys, I’m about to cry, I don’t draw very well!” (FGP; 01:48:49). 
John was the only respondent who seemed to have a strong awareness of me and the 
position that I held at the institution. I had previously held a title of Director: Strategic 
Projects. When I went to their drawing group to ask how respondents were doing and 
joked that I was nosey by nature he replied: “Course you are - it's Strategic Planning!” 




professional history: “You're very accommodating for a former teacher, normally the 
teacher sets the boundary, the deadline” (CWD; 00:51:20). He also asked me if 
obtaining my doctorate would lead to new opportunities for me: “So after this you can 
then run the Education Department (at MSA)?” (CWD; 01:07:16). He spoke about the 
students’ needs for more parking space, computers, and library space and asked me 
if I knew about any plans to address these as he thought that I worked in these areas. 
He joked that I was using my influence on campus to arrange some much-needed 
serviettes when respondents ate pizza during our lunch break before the individual 
presentations and focus group. 
In asking the respondents to reflect a bit on the time we had spent together, I had 
asked them all if we could shift the conversation to what they felt were the common 
things that got them through the year. John commented that my guidance here was 
too broad because individuals were all driven by different things (FGD: 02:27:30). I 
made the comment that the respondents had spoken more of their families in the 
interview, compared to the second time we had come together to draw and reflect on 
experiences as a group. John offered: “The family dynamic is maybe less dominant 
here because there are other people in the room, and we don't want people here to 
get the full idea of the family dynamic” (FGD; 02:29:05). He added: “I'm just 
speculating. Maybe it's also got something to do with the fact that when we first spoke 
to you, most of us had just began this journey [others agree]. And being at Uni, you 
have a whole lot of autonomy that comes your way. And part of it is, if you're lucky 
enough, it’s choose your own degree, you choose what you do, you choose how you 
specialise. I think the moment that takes hold, you begin to sort of find your own way; 
‘Okay, this is where I potentially want to end up. These are the type of people I want 
in my life’. And so, we go on. It's not necessarily about; ‘Okay, what Mommy and Daddy 
says is, you know - do or don't do them, that type of thing” (FGD; 02:29:55). 
John had a clear sense of what his personal strengths were: “I'm as arrogant as hell 
[loud laughter from respondents]. I don't listen to the negative influences. If I see 
something and I want that, I'm going to do it regardless of what you tell me. If I want 
to go and see this ambassador from that country, I'm going to go there even if I don't 
have money for the plane ticket. I'm going to see that person before I die [all concurring 




Debbie, when you made the comment we have all changed since you last saw us…I 
dunno...maybe it's...I think we all have strengths...I think everybody has them even if 
we don't know it. And I think quite often we live in a world where people will pick on 
your weaknesses before they even acknowledge your strengths. You know. I think you 
put us in a position today where we were actually forced to think about that. So maybe 
they (our strengths) were always there, but they were never fully acknowledged in a 
sense...so none of that has to do with change...maybe you made us more pompous 
now, now that we know what we're worth but I don't necessarily know if it's change, I 
just think it may maybe it's being able, to excavate - excavate what is already there? 
(FGD; 02:34:18). 
He was able to sum up his successes of the year despite the challenges that he had 
faced: “I think I’m by nature, a people person, so I can pretty much get on with 
anybody, whether you like me or not, I can get an answer out of you, whether you like 
it or not.  I have a fiercely analytical mind which allows me to see past what is, what 
some may regard as the obvious, or just common sense.  I can offer an analysis on 
something.  I like to believe that I could go and work for ‘Missing Persons’,  because if 
I want to contact a particular individual, regardless of that individual’s posting in 
society, whether they be on the national executive of a political party, or whether they 
are on the board of directors of a particular organisation, or a former politician; 9 out 
of 10 times I’ve been very successful in obtaining and retaining a personal relationship 
with that person, once contact has been made. And that is something that I brought 
here to Monash, and I’m using that at the moment, to help bring in ambassadors from 
different embassies across the country.” (IT, p.16). 
Reflecting on working with me as a respondent John narrated: “For me, I think two 
things stood out. The first thing is that no matter how well you think you know 
somebody they still have that hardship - I don't want to say darker side [laughter] or 
anything, but there's still that element of negativity that's in their lives, whether it's 
personal or professional. All students seem to have that negative element. Secondly, 
I think it's just nice to see that we all go through the same paces - not necessarily at 
the same time. But tonight, when you sit there and you think, ‘Oh my G*d"! I don't get 




it's almost like a cascade, you know. If it affects you it's likely to affect the next person.” 
(FGD; 02:16:26)   
John’s written reflection is copied verbatim here: Sharing my own story has allowed 
me to realise that I have made remarkable progress both personally and 
professionally. It has helped me to explore issues that I would have otherwise 
suppressed or downplayed. By listening to the stories of others I learnt that everyone 
goes through hardship. I was extremely surprised at how those who appeared to suffer 
most turned out to be the most out-going. Listening to the sorties of others helped to 
highlight the fact that a 'go getter' can emerge out of nowhere and from any 
background.  
At the time of writing up this study John had completed his Bachelor of Social Science 
degree at the end of 2018 with a distinction average. He achieved no less than 80% 
for each of his twenty-four subjects over the minimum time required for completion of 
this degree. In 2019 he successfully completed his Honours degree in Politics and 
International Relations at a public university in Johannesburg. He is currently pursuing 
a Masters degree in Politics at the same institution.  
 Narrative portrait of Abikanile (IR11) 
Breathe and relax… 
 
Abstract and orientation 
Abikanile, a student from a neighbouring southern African country, was born into a 
very political family of her country. Her father was a senior diplomat for the country 
from when she was born. She and her father lived in Japan for two years and then in 
Europe for a further five years. Her father left diplomatic service in 2003 due to political 
conflict. Sher and her father continued to live in Europe until 2013. Abikanile attended 
school in Berlin. In 2013 she completed her first year of International Baccalaureate 
(IB) but because of their move back to her birth country and political issues, she was 
unable to complete her second year of IB. Instead, she travelled with her father, going 
with him to his meetings where she met many politicians and presidents. She found 




She first heard of MSA through her friend’s cousin and enrolled for the first time at 
MSA at the start of 2016. As she had not finished her IB she had to sit an SAT 
examination. She gained a good score on her SAT and was accepted to study at the 
institution.   
Abikanile lived with her father before coming to MSA. Her parents divorced when she 
was two years old. Her father had custody of her.  She explained that although they 
had an extended family, they were not very close because she and her father had lived 
far away from them in Europe for most of her life.  
Abikanile had first come to MSA in June 2015 and visited her friend’s cousin who was 
completing the foundation programme. He showed her around campus and took her 
to the campus career office. Staff members spoke to her and convinced her to pursue 
a degree in politics. She was told that it was a great programme. As a result of her 
interest, she applied to study.  
She was enrolled in a Bachelor of Social Science degree and was majoring in 
sociology and politics. Her other subjects were international studies and public 
relations.  
From my first meeting with Abikanile, a soft-spoken young lady, she struck me with 
her quiet confidence, tenacity, and maturity. Her story is one of perseverance and 
overcoming the obstacles that she encountered over her first-year journey. She 
experienced an alienating student culture, general culture shock, and had to adapt to 
the new norms and cultures that she found herself immersed in. She was a high-
achieving academic student who over-extended herself in her first year of studies, 
working hard academically, and juggling time-consuming extra-curricular activities. 
Being very close to her father, she missed him terribly during the year and felt lonely 
without him. She experienced health issues but overcame the hurdles in adjusting to 
her new life in South Africa and her new higher education environment through her 
strong determination and perseverance. 
Complicating actions and evaluation 
Abikanile’s first memory of being a student was captured in a photograph (Abikanile, 




sums up my first-year experience because it represents a journey that was about to 
begin at Monash…the photograph is the view of my first stretch of my walk to campus 
from residence…I took it on the second day that I was here.  I was at Monash and it 
expresses the fact that I was not sure of what was to come. I was very nervous about 
what would happen and what this experience would hold for me. But I was also very 
excited…”   
 
Figure 19 - Photograph that reminded Abikanile of her first-year experience 
Abikanile arrived in February 2016 at the MSA campus in time to take part in the 
orientation week: “Orientation week was fun.  There were a lot of activities but there 
were also quite a few lectures.  While they were very helpful sometimes it felt a bit like 
a lot of information at once. It was a lot to take in and to remember…security issues, 
adjusting, visa information, all these different lectures.  So maybe in the beginning it 
was bit overwhelming but now I have realised in retrospect that it has been really 
helpful” (IT, p.3). She added: “The best thing about orientation were the activities 
arranged outside of the formal lecture structures. If we were not in lectures everyone 
met in a common space – the square – where there would be performances or 
icebreaker games. It loosened people up and it kind of took away the feeling of being 
nervous and being new to a place because you saw so many other people who were 
in the same situation, so that's what I think helped me” (IT,p.4). 
At the source of her drawing Abikanile had written three words at the peak of three 
mountains: ‘O week’, ‘flights’ and ‘home’. She explained these as her past experiences 
as a signifier that her first-year journey had begun.  Her past experiences joined her 





Figure 20 - Abikanile's drawing of her first-year experience 
 
Figure 21 - Abikanile presenting her first-year experience 
She described her first week of lectures: “ …it was exciting on the one hand…I don't 
want to call myself a nerd, but I am a nerd, so I was excited to start school again 




real, I have a lot of work to do’, and sitting through the lectures was intense because I 
hadn’t been in such a setting, you get a lot of information overload in two hours of just 
facts and facts and facts thrown at you. It was a shock, a culture shock! But still 
bearable enough to still adjust and slowly get into the routine of learning’. (IT, p.4). 
She encountered some adjustment issues at the outset of her studies that she did not 
expect: “I think adjusting to the social aspect of university life was hard. I saw a lot of 
people going out to parties and coming home drunk. I need to become used to how to 
deal with people in those situations” (IT, p.5).  Abikanile related her adjustment issues 
further: “…the reality of being away from home for a long period didn't set in until the 
end of the first week.  I was so used to going to school and coming back home and 
seeing my dad, talking to him about my day. That was my everyday life for twelve 
years, and then I had the last two and a half years of being at home with my dad all 
the time.  Suddenly, I was completely removed from him, I would say geographically, 
so that was also an adjustment for me” (IT, p.5).  
Abikanile explained how she managed to settle and find friends in her new 
environment: “…I arrived on the Friday before orientation week. I stay off-campus.  It's 
a house with a lot of students inside.  One of the second-year students who was there 
helped me and told me what to expect from the courses and the people, the culture, 
the social culture here.  I met a girl from Malawi who I befriended while we were 
applying for a study visa. She was going to study business. She was staying on the 
MSA campus and it's through her friends that I met somebody who is studying a 
Bachelor of Social Science as well” (IT, p.3). “My friend’s cousin is in the School of 
Business and Economics, so I don't have any classes with him” (IT, p.2).  She further 
explained that throughout her first year she met and made more friends through 
academic classes, participating in basketball and other activities. 
Coming to MSA and South Africa for Abikanile was very overwhelming in terms of the 
different cultures that she was now immersed in. It took her some time to get used to 
the different norms of different cultures and how they interacted and who they 
interacted with. She had noticed: “…there are a lot of splits let's say, between groups 
or from a certain country, everybody sticks together. But I am not used to that, because 
my friend group is very diverse. When I came here, and I started to understand the 




to the (name of her country) parties…I am not like that and I am not used to that. I 
have noticed a lot of closing of the (name of her country) group towards me because 
I don't necessarily only hang out with them. I think they are saying, ‘…why does she 
not want to be with us? Is she not part of our culture?’  It's not about being a part of 
something, it's just about being exposed and being more. I think a lot of the friendships 
are based on either the countries and cultures you came from and growing up - how 
people grew up and if they went to the same high school or lived in the same city.  
Often, they will stick together, understandably because they are coming from the same 
place.  It's not really based on different personalities or being with friends because 
they have similar personalities, as the initial stage of getting to know a person.  So that 
is an adjustment.  And I think socially on a non-cultural level there are a lot of…I don't 
want to say its immaturity…but there are a lot of fights or animosity between girls. A 
lot of girls get possessive or have issues when you talk to someone of the opposite 
sex. They think you are trying to flirt with them. It's just different, I am just not used to 
it.  I am just trying to make new friends; I don't know people.  I am used to being in the 
same school, knowing everybody and people getting to know me when they come in.  
So, the process of me getting to know others - I don't know the boundaries, the social 
lines, who not to talk to, who to talk to.  That's all an adjustment for me” (IT, p.9).  
Understanding social boundaries and difficulties making friends had a knock-on effect 
for her into the classroom. Abikanile would always only sit with one friend that she had 
made at the start of the year. In her politics class she would always sit with one person. 
She explained: “…it's hard to go and just make new friends with somebody unless you 
have common ground, unless you can say; ‘…Oh, I grew up in (name of country).’ 
‘Oh? You did too?’ ‘Oh okay, great, let's talk about our experiences’…and adjusting…’. 
She added; “…there is that divide of trying or not trying to get into that group, trying to 
get along with people and have a diverse group of people to get along with…” (IT, 
p.10).  
Life had quickly become very different for Abikanile. Settling into her new higher 
education environment had its challenges: “…this is very ‘textbook’, but this is the only 
way I can figure out how to explain it…growing up in Germany - it's a very individualist 
culture. I was used to it being just my dad and me, that's what we call family, and then 




my private life and I’m not open about issues. I am used to being very closed and very 
picky with who I open up with…And then moving to (name of country) and being 
exposed to more of an open warm environment there. Everybody talks to everybody. 
Everyone knows everything…it's a culture shock. So, I am getting used to being more 
open to people and not always being cold or closed in my expression and in my 
interactions with people.  And also, it may be trivial – time! If you say something is 
happening at 9 o’clock, it's happening at 9 o’clock and I am used to being at the place 
early and then coming to a place where everybody is used to being late, an hour late, 
two hours late. For them it’s not a big deal, that's a very big adjustment for me” (IT, 
p.8).  
Abikanile admitted that she: “…came in with very few expectations because I wasn’t 
sure what to expect from university in general.  But I was expecting a lot of work, a lot 
of reading.  I thought there would be more lectures per subject, I thought that we would 
have two or three lectures. One lecture a week was surprising at first but now I realise 
that the amount of work we do in one lecture is a lot in itself, so to have two or three 
lectures filled with that amount of work would be beyond overwhelming and I think 
hard to  handle as a student” (IT, p.13). 
She felt that social and extra-curricular activities should be more visible on campus. 
During the first few weeks of the semester there were opportunities to sign up for clubs 
and societies and she heard about different activities happening. She felt that this 
faded and did not see much student activity around campus: “I was expecting for there 
to be more of a tighter-knit student culture”. She narrated that the campus: “…is very 
quiet in terms of student life unless it's the beginning of the semester or the end of the 
semester where you suddenly have all these parties springing up.  But I was expecting 
more than just parties. I would think that for sports events the whole student population 
would know. For example, my friends who go to university in America - that's the way 
they have it.  So, if there is a football game or a basketball game, everybody knows 
about it.  A lot of people will show up to support the university so there is more pride 
in their university. So that was a bit surprising.   It threw me off in the beginning” (IT, 
p.14). 
Abikanile had joined the basketball team and was involved in a society called, ‘Model 




orientation week, but she had either not heard back from them or the particular club 
or society just went quiet. She was disappointed: “…this idea of school spirit and pride 
in the school is engrained in me so I look for ways to participate in any type of activities, 
but I feel like it's very closed. If you don't sign up during this specific period you can't 
join and you won't hear about it, unless you have a friend who is in it” (IT, p.14). She 
was the type of person who loved doing extra-curricular activities and being part of the 
campus spirit. This type of participation in campus life was central to her year: “…what 
describes my first-year journey at Monash is all the activities I joined. I like being part 
of extra-curricular activities and this whole school spirit type of thing” (FGP: 01:42:37) 
In terms of academic support, she explained that she aware of the learning skills 
advisors, tutors in her faculty, and also mentioned the fact that her faculty had a staff 
member who also acted as a first-year mentor to students. She related that she was 
progressing well academically and gaining distinctions in her continuous assessment 
activities: “I attended all my classes - all my lectures and all my tutorials, I went to all 
of them.  I asked questions when I wasn’t sure about subjects and I also did 
independent research after lectures. If one of our lecturers mentioned a topic where I 
wanted to know more information or understand it more in-depth, I went and looked 
for my own resources.  I went online and looked for documentaries and interviews, just 
to understand the topic more so that I could absorb the information better than just 
from a textbook or from looking at slides” (IT, p.6). 
Academically, she had to adjust to “…the amount of work that is online, and not 
necessarily face to face or classwork. It’s not like the independent study that we had 
to do at school. I was kind of used to it from IB, but it was still new, the amount of work 
and the responsibility of checking Moodle and checking my email all the time just to 
make sure I don't miss things” (IT, p.5). Adding to her stress, her lecturers had already 
taught her that: “…handing in assignments late and not doing certain things, those are 
the things that will make us fail ultimately.  Not failing to submit assignments, it's rather 
the small things that will make or break us in the end” (IT, p.11). She realised that 
other students were in the same position as her: “…other new students were going 
through the same adjustment to the workload, the amount of assignments, and the 




Abikanile explained her adjustment issues in terms of her lecturers: “I am still adjusting 
to the kind of casual relationship a lot of students have with lecturers. They call their 
lecturers by their first names. They just run up to them and ask them a question. I am 
used to always calling teachers by their last names, like ‘Mr. So and So’. What I was 
used to was having a very clear structure of how to address my teachers at school 
and I saw them multiple times a week, not just once a week during a lecture with two 
hundred other students” (IT, p.10).  
She reflected further regarding her lecturers: “I think everybody has a different type of 
lecturer that they connect with and that they learn better with. I've also talked to others 
in our class and some people actually don't have a problem at all with a lecturer and 
then others have a big problem with the same person. I realised that even though 
maybe I might have a problem with a lecturer, it doesn't mean that somebody else isn't 
benefitting and actually doing well with that lecturer because they connect more with 
their teaching style. It's the same way it is in life...you'll be put into situations with 
maybe your boss who you don't get along with or you don't see eye to eye with, but 
other people in your department do. It’s just about adapting and doing everything you 
can do yourself to make sure that you succeed and having an understanding that there 
are always going to be outside forces that may agree with you or may not agree with 
you. But at the end of the day, it is what you make of the situation and how you handle 
it. That will get you through it” (FGD; 02:23:12). 
Abikanile felt that she needed to grow more in confidence. She knew that she needed 
to be more active and outspoken in class: “I need to be more confident in asking 
questions while the lecture is going on. I shouldn’t wait for the lecturer afterwards to 
discuss things or ask questions. I need to bring things up in class so that there are 
different ideas that can be added” (IT, p.14). 
She was aware of the fact that she needed to grow her confidence in making friends 
and managing herself: “…I need to make more friends and open up my friends’ circle. 
It’s the social aspect of university life and managing finances.  ...[laughing] I think I 
really need to figure out how to manage these things.  Getting used to the prices and 
the costs of travelling places is new.  I need to work on that. I need to get a grip on 
these things so that my mind is not over-burdened with these kinds of thoughts while 




to do in terms of my academics” (IT, p.15). Her lack of confidence was having a knock-
on effect with her academic work: “…once my academics are done, I can relax and 
not stress over something else, because I think academics is a lot of pressure in itself.  
I need to handle my workload better, in terms of reading more of the textbooks.  I read 
a lot of online material and watch a lot of documentaries, but in terms of actually 
reading the prescribed textbook, I need to get better at that” (IT, p.15).  
Abikanile had some suggestions for making the campus experience better for first-
year students. She felt that get-togethers with lecturers was important for the 
interactional value and being able to communicate how they felt face-to-face with 
lecturers. She felt that as first-year students they needed more communication with 
academic staff members: “They could say what they think would help us to adjust or 
understand the workload better. Even though we have academic class representatives 
to bring our academic issues to light, there is something to be said for being able to 
speak directly for yourself and to voice how you feel.  If we are in a group people can 
debate and can help each other and more, I think it brings people together that way” 
(IT, p.12). 
Abikanile indicated that language had not been a challenge for her as English was her 
mother tongue. However, she had struggled with academic language: “English hasn’t 
really been an obstruction but in terms of academic language, there have been some 
issues in adjusting. It is because of the amount of different words and structures used 
in an academic paper and then having to understand those words so that I will be able 
to apply them myself when I am talking or using them in my assignments” (IT, p.10).   
While explaining her drawing she pointed to the first section of her drawing and 
summed up her experiences of Semester 1: “…it was about joining the basketball 
team, joining Model UN and all my assignments coming at once together. My river 
gets wider because there's a lot of responsibility that I found myself saddled with. 
Towards the end of her first semester on the drawing she explained: “And then I hit 
some rocks here. This (pointing) is the exams and then there's a waterfall” (FGP; 
01:45:02). For Abikanile the rocks in her path and the waterfall represented her writing 
her exams, getting over the stress, and getting through the exams. Her drawing 





She realised that she was responsible for her own learning though, and explained that 
it was about discipline and telling herself: “…if I do my work, and I do it well, I will be 
able to rest over the holidays’ for example.  I don't have to think about summer school. 
I don't have to worry about my exams.  I can just relax and know that I am doing well.  
If I understand my subjects and I apply myself and put in the effort, I have enough time 
then to relax and catch my breath and just think and gather my thoughts” (IT, p.11).  
Her discipline came from: “…attending every class, I never skipped class in high 
school or middle school or primary school unless I was really, really sick.  At those 
times my dad would tell me stay at home. However, I have always been the type of 
person to want to go to school because I like reading and learning new things. I think 
that it's better in life to try your best at things. Rather look back and if you fail you can 
say, ‘…well okay, I did everything I could do to make it happen.  But it didn't happen’. 
This is better than just relaxing and letting things happen without applying myself. At 
the end I am the only one I can blame for any failure or missing an assignment or 
anything like that” (IT, p.11). 
Abikanile tried to live the lessons that her father had taught her: “…growing up with 
my dad has taught me to focus on the little things. Whether it's putting away something, 
following things through, always making sure everything has its place and everything 
is done, I must do it. After that I can relax rather than leaving things and then stressing 
about them at the last minute” (IT, p.11).   
Spiritually, she was at a point in her life where she was asking a lot of questions. 
Religion was not a solid base for her. She was trying to figure out what kind of 
spirituality fitted her, where she could put all her trust. She tried to explain: “…I do 
believe in God; I am just not sure how I believe in God.  So just the, the belief in God 
brings a sort of hope or a fallback…But in terms of strictly being a solid cornerstone 
for me, I don't think I am at a place where I can say that yet” (IT, p.12). 
In trying to make sense of her first year she tried to create a balance between 
academic work and extra-mural activities. But in trying to strike this balance, she was 
taking on more than she could manage. It became a vicious, exhausting cycle for her. 
Abikanile was asked by Michael to explain the significance of the green and brown 
colours at the edges of her river. She explained: “I really like academics, right? But for 




writing notes, going back home, studying, it's these extra activities. So, the extra 
activities are the green parts of my life and so that's why they're green and the main 
river is brown because I've been kind of dull. But then it continues as brown because 
it just gets more stressful, more stressful and just more pressure to manage. (FGP: 
01:46:47)  
Overburdened with academic work and extra-mural activities, she alluded to her 
assignments which came in thick and fast. She narrated: “…from the start of semester 
two we have these quizzes and tests and it's just all hitting me at once, but I'm 
managing and then there's a brief period where it's kind of calm and I'm kind of getting 
through it all. And then I joined the debate club” (FGP: 01:47: 32). She explained that 
her ‘river of life’ widened here because suddenly there was even more responsibility 
to deal with and less time to finish everything that she had to get through. Already 
engaged in three extra-mural activities she depicted herself on her ‘‘river of life’’ 
drawing joining the campus choir: “…which adds even more responsibility and this is 
why the river gets a lot more hectic here because all of a sudden I find myself just not 
having any downtime at all because it's literally from eight in the morning until eight at 
night. I was on campus doing work, participating in these clubs, and made sure that I 
attended all the meetings. I still met my lecturers and just tried to get through all the 
work. It got to a point where I just hated everything because everything was just 
becoming too much” (FGP; 01:46:54)  
Abikanile explained the reason for the break in her river on her drawing with a medical 
cross: “…This is a period where I developed ulcers. I had to go to hospital for a bit…I 
was breaking. During this time, I was also recovering and just breathing and saying to 
myself; ‘…okay, you can do this. Just get through it, just push through it no matter 
what's in your way, you can overcome it’ (FGP: 01:47:17). This was the reason that 
the dam in drawing of the river broke. She added later in the focus group discussion: 
“I think I fell because there are also some personal issues that happened at that time. 
So, it was just a lot of...trying to find my balance again, and reflect, because it was just 
hectic. I felt alone because I was away from my family and so that's why that kind of 
upset my studies. It didn't affect my grades luckily, but I think there was a period of 
time where I was just really worried, and I didn't think I was going to pass the 




campus psychologist for counselling regarding personal issues, but she was not keen 
to elaborate further.   
After this stressful period, Abikanile explained the rocks in her river which depicted her 
second semester examinations, friendship issues, and the stress she was 
experiencing: “…these are rocks because the exams were a very hectic period for me.  
The rocks also represent friendship issues and other personal issues that were just all 
coming in at one time” (FGP; 01:48:14). She explained that her river got wider 
“…because of exam stress for the second semester of exams. I was worried about 
studying, finishing off basketball season, making sure I'm prepared for debates, the 
choir - we have the concerts and then I had to complete all my assignments” (FGP: 
01:48:25).  
Abikanile explained the difficult period that she experienced after the examinations at 
the end of her first year: “There are a few green bits in my river after my exams at the 
end of my first year. Because I spent the break after exams here alone. By December 
I was alone in the residence on campus. It gave me a lot of time to just reflect and try 
to find the good amongst the bad - from a personal perspective and just really calm 
down and breathe and relax and try to prepare for second year. My river doesn't really 
stop here, the journey continues…” (FGP: 01:48:34) 
Resolution and coda 
Abikanile was able to articulate her strengths: “I think the strength that I have is that I 
like to read - anything and everything I can find. If I read something interesting, I will 
go a whole day, or a week, or a month just researching to really understand that topic 
and understand why it is that way. A strength and passion of mine is that I like people 
and I like understanding people. I like understanding what makes people human or 
what makes them think and act the way that they do. I am interested in what constitutes 
a society and how politics influences society to change people culturally. And how 
religion interacts with them. I believe that understanding humans is the way to 
understanding the world for me. This stems from my family background - my father’s 
background in human rights and politics. This is where I draw most of my inspiration 
from. My father is the one I go to, to help me to understand issues when it comes to 




- I grew up in a very cosmopolitan area of Germany. There were so many different 
cultures, so many different people, and I went to an international school.  In my whole 
life, I have been exposed to different kinds of people and personally I am still trying to 
figure out how to balance my African identity and then the identity I developed in 
Germany.  So that, those thoughts are what drives me to understand and to learn and 
to want to know more” (IT, p.8).  
She knew that she drew the most strength from her father: “…he is my support group, 
so I talk to him every day.  If I am struggling with anything, I know I can just call him 
and talk to him and explain. He will give me the motivation to finish. Abikanile was also 
clear about her greatest strength which she felt was to constantly challenge herself 
(FGD; 03:30:23).   
For her future Abikanile narrated her aspirations: “…I want to be a crisis manager in 
terms of international politics and start on a diplomatic level but not linked to one 
specific government or one specific country. I would like to use my background to help 
children who have been abducted internationally - abducted and kidnapped because 
that's a very personal issue for me.  I also see myself working at a corporate level, 
maybe in corporate law or policy development…” (IT, p.7).  
Reflecting on her learning through participating in my study, she explained: “I just think 
it was good to see that with everybody's personal stories, there are many 
commonalities where there's been friends, hardships, or enjoying it or coming from 
circumstances. You notice that not everybody started out with Monash in mind but at 
some stage they were made to come to Monash for a reason. We may still not know 
that reason but that we're all growing and learning from it. It has not become a 
stumbling block, but rather a platform where we find out more about ourselves and our 
goals…” (FGD; 02:17:32).  
She had enjoyed the experience of drawing her first-year journey: “It makes you feel 
like a kid again.  It's a pouring yourself out there - but on paper.  I wouldn't have thought 
of doing this on my own...It's making me feel like a kid again and I can just express 




Abikanile’s written reflection is copied verbatim: The value of today's session lies within 
the comfort of finding other people that have gone through or are going through similar 
struggles. Knowing that one is not alone in one's difficult and easy stages is invaluable. 
Telling and showing my story allowed for me to actively reflect and summarise my 
experience of first year onto one page. Looking at it afterwards helped me put into 
context where I am today and how I see occurrences around me. Hearing other 
people's stories opened my eyes and reminded me that everyone has a story - 
everyone has a life beyond campus limits, and it impacts them in various ways. Too 
often when I see other students in lectures or pass me by, I see them as just that: 
students. I never took a moment to stop and really see people, which is something this 
has allowed me to do. 
At the time of writing up this research Abikanile had completed her Bachelor of Social 
Science degree at the end of 2018 with distinction in minimum time. She had also 
gone on to enrol for an Honours degree in Social Science which she completed at the 
end of 2019. 
 Narrative portrait of Kumba (IR12) 
Moving mountains 
 
Abstract and orientation 
Kumba was born in Liberia. At the age of nine, she and her family moved from Liberia 
to South Africa. Her father had taken up missionary work in South Africa.  
She decided that she wanted to study at MSA because she was keen to meet fellow 
students from different nationalities. She explained that she loved meeting new people 
and getting to know them. Choosing public health as a field of study was a calling for 
her as she would have the opportunity to do good for others.  
Kumba narrated that her father had motivated her and her siblings to complete higher 
education studies because education was key to a better life. Teaching her and her 




of academia for all of them. They all enjoyed reading books and learning and were 
competitive with each other academically.  
She explained that she was one of seven children. Her parents each had a child from 
a previous relationship. Her parents had then had a further five children together.  
She explained that her high school career had been marked by routine: “It was a daily 
thing.  At six I wake up, I bath, and I go to school. I meet people and then we go to 
classes.  We go from class to class. You get used to the bells and the changing of 
classes. With each new year you meet different teachers and different people” (IT, 
p.2).   
Kumba’s quest to find an appropriate institution to study at during her matric year was 
fraught with difficulties: “I went to high school in Pretoria – it was a private school - 
diverse in terms of student nationalities.  MSA staff members came to my school. As 
a Top 10 student I was invited to visit MSA – they told me that I had the marks needed 
for entry.   However, at the time I wanted to do nursing. I had applied at a nursing 
college, but I was double-booked on the day that I was meant to write their entrance 
test – I had a matric exam on the same day. It was so unfortunate that it was at the 
same time…At first, I was so angry because I had always wanted to go to that nursing 
school. I had already planned it. I had also applied at (name of public university) to do 
nursing and my second choice was dentistry. I was accepted for dentistry, but then the 
weirdest thing happened – the letter didn’t reach to my house.  Instead of ‘18’ they put 
‘8’. ‘Hey?’ So, I’m like, ‘What’s happening?’.  And then when I called the nursing school 
and they said, ‘The only time you can write that test will be in March next year’. In my 
head, I thought, ‘I don’t want to sit at home. Because if I sit at home, I’m going to start 
thinking of different things like just getting a job’…Then I applied at another institution 
(name of higher education institution) to do biomedicine and then after I applied, they 
said, ‘…we are not offering that course anymore’. I was so angry, ‘…why is everything 
not going my way?’ I thought that maybe at some point maybe I should just…go back 
home...And then this one day I was with my cousin…I saw that public health was 
offered at MSA…interesting...at first, I didn’t know the entry requirements. When I 
applied, I thought, ‘Oh that’s good, the entry APS score is 32 and I have 36 points. I 
thought; ‘Okay – I can do this. I got accepted to do public health...I felt like everything 





Kumba’s older sister had studied information technology previously at MSA and had 
attained a high level of programming knowledge over the period of her course. In 
addition, a female MSA representative came from the campus to her high school to 
present about the institution and its offerings to students. She was curious about the 
institution. The representative told her that she would enjoy MSA and that she would 
meet new people and experience life completely differently.  
 
Kumba was a breath of fresh air. I experienced her as friendly, light-hearted, and 
outgoing. Her friendly, open nature allowed an easy rapport between her, myself and 
respondents during my study. She was a driven young lady, had a clear sense of her 
responsibilities and a strong religious faith. Through her determination, the support of 
family and making positive choices, she navigated her way successfully through her 
first year. She overcame academic difficulties and immersed herself in community 
engagement initiatives. Putting others before herself, learning new ways of doing 
things and finding her purpose were hallmarks of her first-year experience. 
Complicating actions and evaluation 
Before the orientation week started, she had a chance to meet fellow new students 
during the enrolment week. She narrated: “…I had a great time because I was meeting 
new faces. Somebody would say ‘Oh, I’m from Zambia’. Another would say, ‘I’m from 
Zimbabwe’”. It was interesting and I was really happy.  I had wanted to come to MSA” 
(IT, p.2). She met a fellow student who offered her a room if she was interested.  There 
were other first-year students staying in this accommodation, but she was the only 
student who was studying health sciences. Kumba moved into nearby  shared 
accommodation off-campus with other MSA students before the orientation week 
commenced.  She had wanted to live in the on-campus accommodation but there were 
no places left.  
In her ‘‘river of life’’ drawing, Kumba had depicted three mountains which depicted 
diversity, love, and friendship which would characterise her first-year journey. When 
she got to MSA she was: “…so intrigued that I saw diversity. Wow! This was very 
different. Most of the other places, especially when you are in Pretoria, you notice that 




just two or three foreign students. I'm not South African, I'm foreign as well. So, when 
I got to MSA, I saw diversity, I saw love, I saw friendship. So those three things made 
me feel like, ‘Oh okay, I think I've found a home’. And then I started my journey there, 
at Monash (FGP; 01:34:55). 
Kumba shed more light on the mountains and the sun that she had drawn: “The 
mountains represented my journey before I got to MSA. The challenges I faced in 
trying to secure an institution to study at before I got here seemed like mountains in 
front of me; ‘No, you just can't get through’. But then when I got to MSA, I saw the 
other side of those mountains…everything would be okay now. God was bringing me 
to something else, something that made me feel different. My plans were not his plans. 
That's why I put them there (FGD; 01:40:44). She explained that the sun on her 
drawing was: “…representing the light of Jesus that's guiding me along on my journey. 
He's always there for me” (FGD; 01:40:05).  
She explained that at the beginning of her first year it was “…all sunshine”. She felt 
that she was on top of things: “…’Okay’. I don't think it's going to be that much. (FGP; 
01:25:24). 
 






Figure 23 - Kumba presenting her first-year experience 
Her orientation experience was positive. She explained: “We had one-on-one time with 
the lecturers. Each lecturer said something about the various subjects and how they 
were going to be over the semester. They also explained what they expected from us, 
as students. As students, we could ask them what their expectations of us were. The 
lecturers explained how they could help us in certain ways. They were very open with 
us and urged students to come to them if there was anything they didn’t understand. 
They explained that we could email them or book an appointment if we needed to” (IT, 
p.3).  
During her orientation week her student orientation facilitators had explained that 
writing in books like they did at school would no longer be the norm. Instead they would 
use lecture slides and textbooks. They advised that students should abide by the rules 
of the lecturer, follow instructions, and use their lecture slides.  They highlighted the 
fact that hours outside of formal timetabled classes needed to be spent on going 
through course material and studying so that they could be active participants in the 
learning process in the next lectures or remaining hours.  
Kumba quickly became aware of noticeable differences between school and higher 




But now I was at a different level. It was new because there were new ways of doing 
things…you can go and see a counsellor if you have personal problems, you have 
student support and stuff like that, you have other activities and they give you tips on 
how to survive at Monash and stuff like that.  So now you think, ‘Okay, there’s no more 
the school bells, there’s no more notebooks, there’s no more a teacher running after 
you for your assignments.  Now you take responsibility for yourself’” (IT, p.3). 
Getting used to assignments and their technical requirements took some getting used 
to for Kumba: “The first semester was a bit of a challenge because I had to get used 
to the way that one had to submit assignments. It’s not the same as when you are in 
high school.  Now it’s totally different.  You must make sure you follow the instructions 
of your lecturer.  Each lecturer has his or her own way or style of what the assignment 
should look like. So now you must go through two pages of instructions, make sure 
that you apply each method necessary to the assignment, such as ‘TurnitIn’. It’s taking 
time. One lecturer asks us to reference in APA style, the next lecturer says, ‘No, I want 
Harvard referencing. [laughs]” (IT, p.5). By the end of her second week of her first 
semester it hit home for her that she was no longer in high school, this was her new 
reality: “When I got here it was kind of a struggle. Referencing especially was a 
struggle – when you come from high school and you use referencing it's okay to use 
Google. But here you use books [laughter from respondents] and you hear that your 
referencing should be in Harvard or APA 6. You think, ‘What is that? What are they 
talking about?’ Those were some of my low points (FGP; 01:25:24). She had learned 
to navigate her way through assignments: “I used to use Wikipedia for referencing. 
Now you’re told; “No!  There’s an APA style, there’s a Harvard style’. I learned and I 
thought, Wow!  Now I know how to reference” (IT, p.15). 
Kumba spoke of the changes in her daily responsibilities: “I knew that there were lots 
of decisions that I now had to make for myself. Unlike when you're back home, when 
you go with your mom to the shopping centre, you know that you can pick and pick 
and pick, knowing that she's going to swipe her card for you. Now it's your allowance 
you're swiping! So now you must make your own decisions. When you walk into a 
store you think, ‘Okay, I can't buy groceries for more than seven hundred rand’. You 
look at items and you realise, ‘that's too much money. I need to save’. First year taught 




Kumba felt that her new higher education environment was enabling. There were 
arranged activities that gave every student an opportunity to become involved in one 
way or another. She felt like the playing field had been levelled in that everyone had 
equal access to opportunities. She explained_ “You can play a role at Monash.  In high 
school certain roles, like leadership, were only done by prefects or the people at the 
top. But Monash offers things that give you the opportunity to participate, whether it’s 
on a higher level or a lower level. You have something to do. At least I play a role 
every day at Monash” (IT, p.5). She explained that she had become a volunteer 
through the Community Engagement office on campus. She had become a voluntary 
tutor helping children in vulnerable communities with their homework: “…where we go, 
there is a need for this…it’s a way for me to give back to a community” (IT, p.6). 
Through volunteering she had widened her circle by meeting new people. She also 
planned to join a club or society in her second semester of study.  
The photograph that Kumba brought depicted her involvement in community 
engagement activities. She explained: “This photo is a lifelong memory as it reminded 
me of my first year at MSA. It was my highlight of the year. I am a volunteer and 
through volunteering I have met amazing people. It has helped me to see life in a 
totally different way and made me realise that through helping others, you learn to help 
yourself and improve yourself. On this day we had organised a ‘Christmas to 
Remember’ event for children from different orphanages. I felt a sense of 
accomplishment because giving is a part of me” (Kumba, Ph, p.1). 
Kumba started to do volunteer work in a vulnerable community: “It was so nice 
because I got to go out there and interact with children. It feels nice to interact and to 
inspire kids. I wanted them to realise that even though their lives were like this they 
could change their lives. It was kind of fun to talk about my experience to them and 









Figure 24 - Photograph that reminded Kumba of her first-year experience 
In terms of support available to her as a first-year student, Kumba was aware of the 
psychologists and various religious groups run by students. She felt that having friends 
was a major source of support. She was aware of student tutors who could be 
accessed for extra academic support. The Student Representative Council (SRC) was 
another avenue of support to students. She had not made use of any of these avenues 
of support yet as she had not required their services. However, she had seen a few of 
her lecturers outside of class times for extra one-on-one support. In addition, she had 
met at least three times with library staff (learning skills advisors and subject librarians) 
for assistance with assignments: “For my first assignment I had a session with them. I 
have had three one-on-one sessions with them so far this semester. For our recent 
assignment they came to our class and assisted us with the lecturer” (IT, p.12).  She 
found their support valuable in that they kept her on the right path with her 
assignments: “They take their time to explain your work to you. They don’t just give 
you papers or handouts and send you on your way. They take time explaining work to 
you.  They sit down with you. One will show you how to get your research done, or 





Kumba commented on the fact that she was improving consistently in her academic 
work: “In my first assignment I was awarded a credit (60 - 69%) and now I have moved 
to distinctions (70 – 79%) and high distinctions (80% or above)…it feels good knowing 
that you can start somewhere and you keep going up, instead of going down” (IT, p.6). 
She attributed her good results to: “…putting more time into studies and associating 
with the right type of people…When you have people who want to achieve the same 
as you, they will always give you that motivation to do more. But if you have a crowd 
that always wants to do the opposite of everything that what you want, they will try to 
pull you down to their level.  I believe in the statement that says, ‘life is like a lift, as 
you go up, you have to let some people go’. So that’s [chuckles] also what I keep in 
mind” (IT, p.6). 
Kumba confidently stated that being attentive and being a good listener put her ahead 
of other students: “…I understand through listening. If the lecturer speaks to us for the 
whole two hours, I can make my own notes in my head.  Even if I was told that we 
have a test tomorrow I will remember exactly when the work was covered and what 
work was covered. When we are in tutorials, I can ask a question and refer to the 
specific power point slide where I got lost and say, ‘…I didn’t get what you were trying 
to say’.  I’m more of a listener. (IT, p.10). 
Kumba commented on her learning transformation in higher education: “In high school 
there were things that I read that I just took for granted – I didn’t go into any depth 
trying to really understand. But now in sociology; “…it’s like I’m hearing this for the first 
time, so, it’s like, ‘Oh!  Okay, now I know that this is how this works. I did not know that 
we influence our society and in turn society also influences us’.  Now I’m learning that 
the simple things that we do in society also have consequences.  So, I think; ‘Wow! I 
did not know that in high school’. At school it was just a case of every day being a 
normal day with me and just coming and going to classes. At school you don’t get to 
hear in-depth, the details of what’s happening around you.  You don’t hear what things 
you are doing wrong or right.   Now that I have got to hear all of this, I think; “Right, 
okay!  So, I must change this and change that and correct this and continue with this 
and stuff like that” (IT, p.15). 
Kumba felt that the campus could improve on the surveys that students completed 




feel as if the surveys are not being looked at. It’s like it’s just a piece of paper you write 
on. They feel as if their surveys are not taken seriously - when you read through it, 
students have so many complaints.  For example, most students want more practical 
work. Some students are asking if they can have more time in the tutorials. Maybe if it 
was an hour-long tutorial if it could be moved to two hours as well. Lecturers could be 
available to students at least more than once a week” (IT, p.13). She added: “Students 
love going out on adventures so more educational trips would be appreciated. 
Students should be able to go out and see stuff that they talk about in class. For 
example, accounting students could go into the workplace and interact with 
employees. They could find out more about their experiences – it could serve as a 
good motivator for students” (IT, p.13).  
Outside the classroom, Kumba spoke of the need for connection with fellow students: 
“…most students love activities where we get to bond” (IT, p.13). She gave an example 
of perhaps starting ‘all-girls’ and ‘all-boys’ clubs where: “girls can sit with girls and feel 
comfortable talking about their issues; “It would give us a chance to talk about our 
different experiences. You learn a thing or two from another person’s experience.  So, 
if were to have more of these it would help us as individuals” (IT, p.13).  
Regarding challenges so far in her first semester, Kumba narrated: “…going through 
this semester, I found out that sometimes I am a people pleaser. I try to make people 
happy rather than see them sad.  This has a negative effect on me because I tend to 
put time into other people and neglect my responsibilities. I will spend time with another 
person making them feel better and then come back and realise; “Oh my G*d! I’m late 
doing this. Now I’ve spent too much time on others and not enough on myself” (IT, 
p.14).  
In line with her nature to make others feel better she related a story of a male fellow 
student who told her that he felt left out in his new environment in higher education. 
He commented: “….I feel as if I can’t fit in here, I can’t fit in there…I can’t deal with 
these people because they are smoking and I can’t smoke” (IT, p,15).  She advised 
this student that he couldn’t always just follow others and always try to fit in. Rather, 
he had to stand by what he believed in. She told him that change began with him and 
so he needed to reflect and start with himself and show the world what he stood for. 




when you come to university, you just have to fit in” (IT, p. 16). She replied that he had 
to come in with his own principles otherwise he would never settle down with the right 
friends - he would just wander from one group to the next. He needed to be serious 
about what he wanted from others rather than just fit in with others. 
Her least favourite experience in her first semester of study was when a lecturer said 
that she had not submitted an assessment electronically. She explained: “…I felt 
frustrated. I had submitted this. Now he was saying that he had not received it! I 
needed my mark. I didn’t want to fail…I thought; ‘Oh my goodness!  This lecturer is 
not responsible, he is not taking care of his things properly’” (IT, p.7). The matter 
fortunately got resolved as the lecturer allowed her to resubmit without penalty.  
Like many of the other respondents she raised the topic of friendships: “And then of 
course, you know, the few friends, the backstabbing ones... [laughter]…that is the 
reason for the clouds in my drawing - it hasn’t always been sunny…”  (FGP; 01:36:15). 
She was saddened by the fact that a few of her budding friendships with others 
became distant. She had questioned why they didn’t call her or talk to her, but she 
knew that it was very important to: “…balance personal time and school time” (IT, p.8).  
Kumba explained peer pressure as the reason for having some green leaves and 
brown leaves in her drawing: “…I was going through different types of influences, 
negative and positive ones. For example, some people would tell me, ‘You know what? 
Your purpose at Monash is to study". And then there would be others who would say, 
‘Oh my gosh, its first year, why are you stressing?’. Relating directly to the respondents 
she narrated: “And then at some point it got hot guys! [loud laughter from respondents]. 
It was hot - where I got to the point where I had to make certain decisions. I had to 
drop certain friends…now it was time to make up my mind what I really wanted.  I was 
in that position where I didn’t want to let certain people go but I had to let them go in 
order to position myself correctly. I had to make use of the whole reason why I was at 
Monash (FGP; 01:33:37). The boat in her drawing depicted that she had somewhere 
to go alone as part of her journey: “You know when you're alone - in your own boat? 
A boat helps you get to a place. You can decide to stop and take someone, or you can 




Having observed other new students, Kumba felt that many of them made avoidable 
mistakes when they started out in higher education: “…they have sudden freedom 
because they are now away from home. Their parents are sending them an allowance, 
they are paying for residence. A lot of students feel that it’s now the time go out and 
spend time partying. They do not put in the time needed for study and then they try to 
cram for exams by sitting in the library all night before they write! They forget that they 
are here for the books and not for the parties” (IT, p.11).    
Kumba’s favourite first semester experience was the campus ‘Africa Day’ celebration. 
She remembered the day with fond memories: “It was such fun seeing the diversity, 
beating the drums, listening to the music, watching the different talented performances 
of talented students. It felt great to know that there is a day that Africans can unite and 
be as one. It felt good to know that we can all stand in one place and see how beautiful 
our cultures are” (IT, p.7). In her conversations whilst drawing her first-year journey 
she remarked: “I love the diversity!” [laughs] It’s so beautiful, especially when you see 
the Cultural Day and you think; ‘I didn’t know Monash had so many cultures! It intrigues 
you to see that our campus is just one school with a big culture.  You get to meet so 
many people from different countries. You know, when people talk ‘Mauritius’, I think 
of it as a holiday destination, I didn’t think I’d meet someone from that destination! I 
met someone from that country, that island...” (CWD; 00:46:13). Kumba and Kondwani 
(IR1) had a more in-depth conversation about how they perceived different 
nationalities of students on campus. Kondwani made the comment that the 
Zimbabwean students seemed to be much louder than her male counterparts from 
Zambia. This seemed to surprise Kumba. However, she agreed and commented that 
she also noticed differences in fellow students by the differences in their accents. 
Resolution and coda 
Despite the obstacles that stood in her way over her first year, Kumba had drawn on 
the strengths that she had brought with her into higher education. She felt that her late 
cousin gave her strength when she needed it: “She studied at (name of public 
university) and she was doing chemical engineering.  She passed away last year.  She 
was one of those people that always motivated me.  She helped me to become 
somebody - to balance my life and she helped me to push forward in academics.  She 




be used to help people influence people as well…When I wake up in the morning I 
always think of her words and I feel, ‘Okay, you know what, I can make it! [clicks finger], 
I can get through this day! [clicks finger] I can do my best! [clicks finger] I can be the 
best!’” (IT, p.9). 
She also drew strength from her mother: “She’s very strong [chuckles] as well and 
she’s also an academic person…some days, I remember, when we used to be in high 
school - she would sit up all night doing her assignments. When she graduated with 
her degree in sociology, she won the prize for being the top student. She just wants 
A’s all the time. So, when I have difficulty, she always tells me; ‘You know what? You 
can do it.  It takes time.  Time is essential, just make sure that you balance yourself,  
rest, eat properly and then go through your books, just set your calendar straight, know 
what you want to achieve, know what you want to do. Wake up every morning’. She 
is also one of those people who will tell you that when you wake up [claps her hands] 
you should commit your day to God and then move forward” (IT, p.9).   
Her spirituality emanated from her father, a missionary, who she derived strength from. 
She related a scripture from the bible: “…I have my favourite scripture which is 
Philippians 4:13. It says ‘I can do all things through Christ’ [claps hands] which 
strengthens me. I repeat this in my head all the time, even when I am tired, and I feel 
that all of this is too much.  I say this verse over and over. It helps me to feel motivated 
and think, ‘I can do it!’” (IT, p.9).  
In the reflection part of the focus group discussion, Kumba looked back at her first-
year experiences and felt that her biggest strength which got her through the year was 
her determination (FGD; 02:30:23).  
In looking back at her year retrospectively she narrated: “…looking back I don’t have 
any regrets, not really. Look at the public universities… (name of public university) 
striking – I applied there, and I would be sitting at home. And then you have (name of 
public university) …and I’m thinking things wouldn’t have been the same. I mean, look 





Kumba told the respondents that MSA had become her home: “…for me it was like a 
home away from home.  At first when I got to MSA I thought, ‘Oh my G*d, this is totally 
different from what I'm used to. But then I got here I was able to meet people who I 
could share experiences with. We could relate to each other and know that we are not 
alone. I felt like there were people who I could open up with. There were people who I 
felt were like extended family members” (FGD; 01:39:24).  
Kumba’s written reflection is copied verbatim: I realise that MSA is a big and diverse 
university. I didn't think that we all had common experiences. But I see that we all go 
through things at different paces or different periods in our journey. I learned that 
despite everything, we are all humans and transition is not an easy process. Along the 
way we all experienced different challenges, but we got through them with 
determination. It was a great experience - I gained knowledge about self-growth and 
self-determination. 
She reflected on the value of being a respondent in my study: “…it was, in a way kind 
of strange, because you don't think that people also go through similar things because 
when you look at MSA and see how big it is you would think; ‘I don't think anybody 
else is going through the same thing I'm going through. Or, I don't think somebody is 
looking at the situation the same way I'm looking at it’. But now it shows that that 
concept it's actually wrong because, as big as MSA is, at the end of the day, we're all 
humans and even though we go through things at different stages, at the end of the 
day, everybody gets their own experience. They have their own feelings, even though 
it might not be at the same pace. In one way or another, we experience different 
things…but we still have things in common. It’s just that we don't speak, we don't get 
to know that yet – but we need to” (FGD; 02:18:38).   
Kumba enjoyed the drawing activity: “I’m starting to like this…it reminds me of my 
primary school, and this is your happy hour...” (CWD; 00:12:15). She remembered her 
drawing experiences in primary school: “…It takes me back to my favourite class.  You 
know, you go to all your classes and like 'Ugh, can't school be over?  But the moment 
you get to art..."Yes! Yes!'…As I remember, there was a time when we had this 
canvas, right? So, our teacher told us that we had to make something very nice. I was 
stressed because there were some people that were very good. And so, every time 




Now you must struggle, you're drafting, starting afresh...You have to copy the idea a 
bit, paste it.... like, gosh!  Art just brings so many memories...And I like the way how 
you express yourself so freely...” (CWD; 00:29:24).  
 
At the time of writing up this research Kumba had successfully completed her Bachelor 
of Public Health degree at the end of 2018. She had completed this undergraduate 
degree in minimum time. In 2019 she successfully completed a Postgraduate Diploma 
in Public Health. In 2020 she decided to follow her lifelong ambition to study nursing. 
She hopes to qualify with a nursing degree in 2022.   
 Introducing the findings of the thematic analysis 
My narrative analysis was helpful in the analysis of the uniqueness and particularity of 
experiences of first year of each of my respondents. Thematic analysis, as a 
secondary analysis, was then employed to highlight commonalities of experience 
across the seven respondents and gave further insights into respondents’ 
experiences.  
 
Thematic analysis was a sound form of analysis to use in my study as it is a widely 
accepted, flexible form of analysis, free of any particular theory or epistemology 
(Shukla, Wilson & Boddy, 2014). As a reminder to the explanation of employing a 
thematic analysis, the reader may refer to 3.5 for more detail. However, in summary, 
it is a method that can be employed to identify, analyse, and report themes across 
cases within field text sets. It goes further than this in my study, in that it answered my 
second research sub-question too (Shukla et al., 2014). In Chapter 1, the second 
research question was “What are the common identity themes of first-year students 





Part 2 of my analysis involved using my field text set collections I had used in the 
narrative analysis, which I was very familiar with, to find common themes across 
respondents through the thematic analysis framework of Braun and Clarke (2006). 
Being familiar with the field text sets, I generated initial codes, searched for themes, 
reviewed the themes, and defined and named the themes in order to produce the 
findings in the form of five final themes.  
5.4.1 Thematic findings 
Following the phases of thematic analysis as advocated by Braun and Clarke 
(2006:87), I familiarised myself with my field texts (see 4.2.1.1), generated initial codes 
(see 4.2.1.2), searched for themes (see 4.2.1.3), reviewed themes (see 4.2.1.4), and 
defined and named themes in order to produce the findings of the thematic analysis. 
In my search for themes, I coded across all respondents and arrived at 16 codes which 
I set in different colours as an ordering mechanism. The 16 initial codes are 
represented in Table 7 below: 
Table 7 - Initial codes identified across all respondents 
Initial codes with colours  
Friendships 
Orientation week 










Personal strengths and growth 
Culture / cultural diversity 
The period between finishing school and starting in higher education 
The need to engage with peers about the first-year experience 




I then moved to create a consolidated table as seen in Table 8 to show how 











Table 8 - Consolidated table to show how respondents' field text sets fitted into sixteen possible codes 
Theme Kondwani Kholwa Michael Tammy John Abikanile Kumba 
Friendships Negative  
- Finding friends 
- Keeping 
friends 




- Finding friends 




- Peer pressure  
- Lack of 
friendships 











through a bad 














making friends  












- Fitting in 
Positive 






















- Backstabbing by 
friends 
- Negative friends 
influenced her 
- Looking after 
other’s needs 
before my own 
- Peer pressure 




- Chose the right 
friends. She made 
the decision to get 
rid of negative 
influences (eg: 
friends) 
- Associating with 























































- Put everything 
in God’s hands 
Positive: 
- Her faith in God 
helped. 











- I believe in 
God, just not 
sure how I 
believe in 
God 




- God had brought 
her to something 
else: her plans 
were not God’s 
plans 
- God was her 
guide 




- Leaving family 
- Being in a 
foreign 





child in family 






















































with her father 
 
Positive 
- Encouragement to 
study by her 
father, cousin and 
mother. Older 
sister had studied 
at MSA 
- mother and father 
supported her 
- MSA became a 
home away from 




















- Fear of 
assessment. 
Negative: 
- Adjusting to big 
lectures and 
settling down. 


















online and getting 





Theme Kondwani Kholwa Michael Tammy John Abikanile Kumba 






















- Poor time 
management 
Positive: 
- Access to 
tutors 
- Access to 
academic 
consultation 





- Smaller classes 












- Second chance 
to pass a 
subject in a 
- Anxiety over 
assessment. 
- Failing a test. 
- Academic 
pressure. 








- Accent of 













- Content in 
textbooks was 
overwhelming 
- Intensity of 
academic 
subjects 











- Forming study 
groups. 














- Aware of 
various forms 











- Love of his 
discipline 





that would take 
care of his 
needs. 






















- Referencing for 
academic work 
was a struggle 
Positive: 
- Field of study that 
she was 
passionate about. 






- Putting the 
required amount 
of time into her 
studies 
- Transformation of 
learning: 
realisation of who 





Theme Kondwani Kholwa Michael Tammy John Abikanile Kumba 
summer 
semester 







was enrolled in. 
- Tutors / fellow 
student 
explained work 







- Perceived or 
real unfairness 
of lecturers 
- Feeling that 
lecturers did 
not like her. 
 Positive: 
- Treated well by 










- Lecturers did 
not care. 
- Bad lecturers 
Positive: 
- Friendly staff 
members 
- Good lecturers 
- Students too 









later in the 
semester 
- Tutor showed 
an interest in 






- Bad lecturers 
Positive: 





- Good lecturers 










































- Lecturers were 
supportive 


















to be made by 
her 
- Not having 
meals catered 










- Navigating the 
campus 
















- Reality vs 
expectation: 
New ways of 
doing things 
compared to 
how they were 
done at school 
- The work is 
much more 




- Daunting new 
environment. 




- Was not sure 
what to 
expect 
- Adjusting to 
the social 
activities 
- Learning new 
boundaries 
- Adjusting 
from the way 






- Different ways of 
doing things now 
compared to when 
I was in high 
school”. 
(accessing 





- Being responsible 































- Too much 
responsibility 










where she could 
participate 
(volunteer work 














- Home robbery 
 
Negative: 






- Health issues. 






- Disability and 
eye condition 















- Not having her 
voice heard 







- My health took 
its toll. 
 
- Fitting in and 




- Identity crisis 
in middle of 
first year - 
‘where do I fit 

























at what lay 
ahead for the 
year. 
Positive: 
- Excitement at 
the prospect 
















- Transition is a 
turbulent time 
Negative: 
- Nervous at 
what lay 






- Excited by her 
journey ahead 
























- I shared 







- Taking charge 
of situations. 
- Teacher’s pet 
- Everyone has 
negativity in 
their lives  
- Self-
confidence. 
- Clear vision / 
goals / life 
- Love of 
reading and 
investigating 
- Loves people, 
it is her way 
of 
- Loved meeting 
new people 
- good listener 
- Gained strength 
from cousin who 




Theme Kondwani Kholwa Michael Tammy John Abikanile Kumba 
- My peers are 
going through 
the same 




- Acceptance  
- Love of children 





- My challenges 
were not as 
frantic as 
others 
- I am not alone 
in this. 
- Reflecting on 







helped her set 
new goals and 





wider than just 
content 
- We are on a 
path, chance to 
reflect on my 
- Her dog was a 
source of 
support. 






- Opened to 
other students 




- Personal drive 
- Determination 
- I changed over 
the year, 
growing up 
- Positive people 
influence. 
- Inner strength. 
 
strategy for the 
future. 
- Knowing he 
was not alone. 





















- At last he was 
studying what 
he wanted to 
study 








- Exposure to 
an 
international 
way of life 
- Perseverance 
- Positive – ‘I 
am growing 
and learning’ 
- What I am 
experiencing 
is preparing 





- Awareness of 
others 
 
mother and father, 
her faith 
- Related easily and 
well to others / 
outgoing 
- Valuable lessons 
learned by living 
independently of;  
- Her determination 
was her biggest 
strength 
- We are all human 
and all go through 
different things at 
the same time. 








- Drawing my ‘river 
of life’ was a 
positive 
experience for me 





Theme Kondwani Kholwa Michael Tammy John Abikanile Kumba 
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- Growing love 
for academia 
- Making peace 
with who he 
was 
- Lecturer 
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- Not being able 
to pursue 
original field of 
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- Not being able to 
study field of first 
choice. 
- Challenges she 
experienced in 
trying to find an 
institution to study 
at. 
 Positive: 
- Arrived on time to 
study 
- No regrets about 
how her studies 
transpired from 
wanting to do 
nursing and then 
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more proactive 
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learning 
- Not being affected 
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After creating the consolidated table to show how respondents’ field text sets fitted into 
the 16 possible codes, I crafted an initial thematic map (Figure 25) as depicted below 
to show how I organised the 16 codes into initial themes. 
 
Figure 25 - Intial thematic map 
I reviewed the initial thematic map by checking if it worked in relation to the coded 
extracts. I coded and refined to generate a developed map of the analysis (see Figure 










Figure 26 - Developed thematic map 
Finally, I generated clear names for each theme which resulted in the final thematic 
map as seen in Figure 27.  
 




From the initial 16 codes I had generated 5 overarching themes which are depicted in 
Table 9. 
Table 9 - Final themes and sub-themes or patterns resulting from the thematic 
analysis 
Themes Sub-themes or patterns 
Theme 1: 
First-year student identities are formed 








First-year student identities are formed 
by intrapersonal experiences in their 
personal journeys 
 
- Personal experiences 
- Emotions 
- The need to engage with peers 
- Personal strengths and growth 
Theme 3: 
First-year student identities are formed 
by institutional experiences before 
commencing study in their institutional 
journeys 
 
- Period between finishing school and 
starting higher education and 
orientation 
Theme 4: 
First-year identities are formed by 
experiences of formal learning in their 
institutional journeys 
 
- Academic experiences 
- Lecturers 
- Changes experienced from school to 
higher education 
Theme 5: 
First-year identities are formed by 





- Cultural diversity 
 
In summary, Figure 28 provides a schematic summary of the field text set collection 






Figure 28 - Schematic summary of field texts, field text collection methods and narrative and thematic analysis employed 




The thematic analysis revealed common influences on respondents’ identity 
construction as they traversed across their first year of higher education. In staying 
with the ethos of this study, I quoted extensively from the raw data and ensured that I 
kept the individual voices of respondents intact. 
The thematic analysis revealed that the seven respondents’ student identities were 
formed through their personal and institutional journeys over their first year.  
Five major themes with sub-themes or patterns emerged from the analysis of the field 
texts: 
Theme 1:  
First-year student identities are formed by interpersonal experiences in their personal 
journeys of first year. This finding was presented under sub-themes or patterns named 
Friendships, Faith, Family, and Finances.   
Theme 2: 
First-year student identities are formed by intrapersonal experiences in their personal 
journeys of first year. This finding was presented under the sub-themes or patterns 
named Personal experiences, Emotions, and Personal strengths and growth. 
Theme 3: 
First-year student identities are formed by institutional experiences before 
commencing study in their institutional journeys. This was presented in terms of the 






First-year identities are formed by experiences of formal learning in their institutional 
journeys in first year. This finding was presented under the sub-themes or patterns 
named Changes experienced from school to higher education and Academic 
experiences. 
Theme 5: 
First-year identities are formed by learning experiences beyond the classroom in first 
year. This finding was presented under the sub-themes or patterns named Extra-
curricular, Culture and Cultural diversity. 
Findings of the five themes are presented below. 
 Theme 1 – First year student identities are formed by interpersonal 
experiences in their personal journeys of first year. Their interpersonal 
experiences are characterised by their friendships, faith, family, and 
finances. 
5.4.3.1 Friendships 
A common theme across all respondents was that of friendships. Respondents either 
struggled to make friends, made positive friendships with others, experienced 
difficulties with the friends that they had made, or experienced peer pressure. Some 
expressed the need for the institution to facilitate processes that would help them to 
make new friends. The issue of friendships was a topic that recurred throughout 
respondents’ narrations of their first-year experience. 




For Kondwani (IR1) “finding friends was difficult”. Being Zambian, she eventually made 
friends with other students from Zambia and then managed after that to widen her 
circle to a bigger, more diverse group of friends. When she eventually made new 
friends, it helped her to fit in and appreciate things more. Kholwa (IR4) admitted that 
when she was at school, she was a very bubbly person but when she commenced her 
studies at MSA she struggled to find friends.  Despite this struggle, she stood by her 
values and beliefs in the type of friends she chose when she commenced study: “I told 
myself when I got here, ‘I’m not just going to have any type of friend.’ That’s what I told 
myself. ‘I can’t just choose anyone, especially people that smoke. I don’t like people 
that smoke’”. As a result, she spent almost five to seven weeks without friends. 
Michael, having been bullied at school, was guarded when it came to being open to 
new friendships. Initially he found it difficult to trust others.  
Tammy’s first encounters with fellow students were not all positive. She experienced 
snobbery from some students: “…and people are sometimes a bit snobbish towards 
you. Especially on my first day, you could see how groups were starting to form. You 
get like shunned out of one group…that was a bit nerve wracking…”  
Abikanile experienced that a lot of friendships were based on either the countries and 
cultures one came from. For her this was a great adjustment. Like Tammy, she  
witnessed fights and animosity between female students as there were issues if 
certain female students spoke to male students: “I am just trying to make new friends; 
I don't know people.  I am used to being in the same school, knowing everybody and 
people getting to know me when they come in.  So, the process of me getting to know 
others - I don't know the boundaries, the social lines, who not to talk to, who to talk to.  




making friends had a knock-on effect for her in the classroom. She would always only 
sit with one fellow (name of country) friend that she had made at the start of the year. 
In her politics class she would always sit with one person. She explained: “…it's hard 
to go and just make new friends with somebody unless you have common ground…”. 
She knew that she needed to grow her confidence in making friends: “…I need to 
make more friends and open up my friends circle. It’s the social aspect of university 
life...I think I really need to figure out how to manage these things”.   
Difficulties with friends 
Kondwani (IR1) narrated having difficulties with her new best friend: “It’s been hard, in 
terms of communication.  There are so many times where maybe things haven’t really 
gone exactly the way I hoped they would go – and this impacts on my mood”. In a 
group project two other students deserted her to complete the work on their own. She 
expressed her feelings of hurt: “How could these people just disappear?”.  
Kholwa (IR4) had found two friends initially, but she did not want to focus on friends 
too soon into her studies.  She lost friends along her first-year journey. Michael’s (IR8) 
‘river of life’ drawing included depictions of crocodiles and rocks, dangerous and 
challenging obstacles along his journey. For him these represented, among others, 
friend issues that he wanted to remedy: “…the crocs and rocks are the danger of losing 
that friend”. 
Like other respondents, Kumba (IR12) had also experienced difficulties with 
friendships: “And then of course, you know, the few friends, the backstabbing ones... 




had been saddened by the fact that a few of her budding friendships with others 
became distant. She had questioned why they didn’t call her or talk to her anymore.  
 
Peer pressure  
Kholwa (IR4) experienced peer pressure from her friend but always remained focused 
on her academic work. Her friend complained by saying; “You’re always working - like 
you always working!”.  
Kholwa struggled to fit in with other students in terms of her appearance and clothes. 
She described how at school clothes were not an issue because they wore school 
uniform.  She felt judged because she had natural hair: “there’s few that become 
friends with you because of who you are…” Although this realisation bothered her, she 
found the answers she needed from herself: “Oh my friend! Have you forgotten that 
we are in university and in university you do whatever you want? People dress. If they 
feel like they want to dress half naked they can. If they feel like they want to wear 
proper clothes they can.” She attributed this as a reason why it took her so long to 
make friends – she did not like the fact that female students gossiped and spoke about 
things that were not going to build them as people or students. Although she was 
resolute that she did not want to be friends with such students it was emotionally taxing 
for her.  
Abikanile was taken aback at the social behaviour of some of her fellow students when 
she commenced study: “I think adjusting to the social aspect of university life was hard. 
I saw a lot of people going out to parties and coming home drunk. I need to become 




Kumba (IR12) experienced peer pressure and succumbed to it for a short period: “…I 
was going through different types of influences, negative and positive ones. For 
example, some people would tell me, ‘You know what? Your purpose at Monash is to 
study". And then there would be others who would say, ‘Oh my gosh, its first year, why 
are you stressing?’ And then at some point it got hot guys! It was hot - I got to the point 
where I had to make certain decisions. I had to drop certain friends…now it was time 
to make up my mind what I really wanted.  I was in that position where I didn’t want to 
let certain people go but I had to let them go in order to position myself correctly. I had 
to make use of the whole reason why I was at Monash”.  
Positive experiences with friends  
Through her struggles to find friendship, Kholwa (IR4) eventually made a friend who 
was Nigerian. She believed that they thought in the same way and their maturity levels 
were similar.  Her new friend had said, “I like you because you just tell me things as 
they are. If you say to me, I’m not dressed properly today I can accept your judgement 
because I know it’s going to be true”. Her friend felt the same way as she did about 
the perceived shallowness of other students. Without compromising her values and 
ethics she had found the right friends. This was depicted in the photograph she brought 
which showed her in the company of friends doing things together – things had 
changed positively for her since her friendship circle widened.  
Despite being bullied at school, Michael (IR8) bravely reached out to fellow students 
early on in his first year.  He decided to just talk to people and “…see what happens”. 
He admitted that “…I have never been big on talking to people, so it was overcoming 
that and realising that they were not going to hurt me…”. Through his efforts he found 




his main friends were from the same residence as him – they spoke often and used a 
communal room for socialising with each other. He was able to make a few good 
friends who he interacted with every day. Having his new friends with him in residence 
was an affirming experience for him. He found himself to be an approachable person 
where: “…they (other students) can come for help or just to talk if they are feeling down 
or have any problems”.  Although Michael had made new friends at MSA he noted: 
“…I didn't expect to lose as much contact with people from school as I did. I find I am 
not really talking to any of them anymore.  The friends that I have made now have 
become good friends to me and are always there for me”. He did not expect that his 
new friends would become his support group instead of the people that he was at 
school with.  
Michael had reflected that meaningful learnings for him during his first few months as 
a student were: “…the value of friends and family to help keep you sane through things 
and staying focused on what you want to do, not losing track, and keeping up with 
workloads so that they don’t pile up on you.”. 
In settling down, Tammy also found positive friendships. In the first few days of her 
studies she met a few other new students and they started getting to know each other 
between classes. She also met up with another student that she had been in primary 
school with. When she saw this student, she was relieved and thought, “Oh my gosh! 
I know somebody!”  She related that it was very nerve-wracking when one didn’t know 
anybody. She did manage to find lasting friendships: “I am friends with a lot of different 
people of varying colours, races and religions.  I don’t see them as different.  It doesn’t 
affect me, it’s a person. They have their issues as do I, they are just people. I have a 




boyfriend also kept her motivated and positive: “I also currently have a boyfriend who 
always encourages me by saying things like; ‘…you can do this!’ So, these types of 
things keep me motivated and push me to do my best”.  
John had only alluded to friendships briefly, stating: “…I think I’m by nature a social 
being.  I’m not a hermit…At least I have found certain people that have a career goal 
and life goals…I was now in an environment where there are more people like me…I  
actually started enjoying life for once”.  
Abikanile (IR11) explained that having housemates who studied at MSA and asking 
kind senior students for assistance when she needed it, helped her to settle into her 
new campus routines. Throughout her first year, she met and made more friends 
through interaction with others in academic classes, participating in basketball and 
other extra-curricular activities. 
Kumba’s (IR12) ‘‘river of life’’ drawing had depicted three mountains which depicted 
diversity, love, and friendship which characterised her first-year journey: “So, when I 
got to MSA, I saw diversity, I saw love, I saw friendship. So those three things made 
me feel like, ‘Oh okay, I think I've found a home’…At first when I got to MSA I thought, 
‘Oh my G*d, this is totally different from what I'm used to. But then I got here I was 
able to meet people who I could share experiences with. We could relate to each other 
and know that we are not alone. I felt like there were people who I could open up with. 
There were people who I felt were like extended family members.’  
Need for the institution to facilitate the forming of friendships 
Kondwani (IR1) reflected on her experiences of first year and narrated the need for 




“…when a new student comes here, it’s hard for them to blend in and become friends 
with others…if we had a wide range of activities people would learn to know each 
other.  They would get to know each other on a personal level…that’s how friendships 
are created”. She provided suggestions for residence activities, such as movie nights 
or variety shows to help students get to know each other. She based this suggestion 
on her personal experiences in the institution. She had experienced loneliness and 
isolation initially as a foreign student: “Everyone is just in their own world. No-one is 
concerned.  Even if someone is there, you don’t know what that person is going 
through, because we all just care about our own problems.  We don’t tend to care 
about other people’s problems”. 
Similarly, Michael (IR8) felt that the social aspects of orientation had been good for 
him but that the social experience for students could be more ingrained into the weeks 
ahead for new students so that friendships and connections could continue to be 
made. He suggested: “…maybe give students more activities to engage and talk to 
each other because I find since orientation we are not really talking to many people”. 
He felt that the fun, social activities that they had experienced during orientation week 
were positive as they gave students the opportunity to mingle and interact with each 
other.  He felt that planned interaction events with times could be beneficial for 
students to make meaningful connections with other students. 
Kumba (IR12) also spoke of the need for connection with fellow students: “…most 
students love activities where we get to bond”. She gave an example of perhaps 
starting ‘all-girls’ and ‘all-boys’ clubs where: “girls can sit with girls and feel comfortable 




experiences. You learn a thing or two from another person’s experience.  So, if were 
to have more of these it would help us as individuals”.  
5.4.3.2 Faith 
Except for Tammy (IR9), all respondents made reference to religion, their faith, or 
spirituality. John (IR10) explained that he was agnostic by belief and explained that 
his experience of his upbringing had provided him with all the support he needed; “My 
family have supported me every step of the way”. 
Spiritually, Abikanile (IR11) was at a point in her life where she was asking a lot of 
questions. Religion was not a solid base for her, but she was trying to figure out what 
kind of spirituality fitted her, where she could put all her trust. She explained: “…I do 
believe in God; I am just not sure how I believe in God.  So just the, the belief in God 
brings a sort of hope or a fallback…But in terms of strictly being a solid cornerstone 
for me, I don't think I am at a place where I can say that yet.” 
For the rest of the respondents, their faith in God was a source of support and strength 
and acted as a guide for them in their first-year journeys. 
Kondwani (IR1) relied on her faith in God to help her through difficult situations: “It’s 
been hard…in certain situations that you can’t control...I talk to God about it…I leave 
everything in God’s hands.  I know that I can’t control everything, only He knows and… 
I should accept that everything happens for a reason.”  
Kholwa (IR4) reflected that she drew her determination and strength to succeed from 
her spiritual faith: “I think church plays a role. At church we learn how to conduct 
ourselves”. She took her learnings from the church into her everyday world: “…and 




She was a regular churchgoer and was actively involved in her church initiatives.  The 
depiction of a bible in her drawing was fundamental to her year. She reasoned: “…in 
university, we go through many challenges...finding friends, there's parties, there's 
everything that goes on. The Bible, it's got the 10 commandments…and it’s the light 
to direct me or to keep me. It helps me to be contained. If I feel like overspending, I 
look for something that's going to guide me, 'Now I should not overspend’. And, how 
do I treat other people? If I'm angry how do I react? …It’s like my little guidebook - this 
is how you're going to deal with people”.  
Michael (IR8) had joined a bible study group on campus which he attended every 
Thursday evening. He explained that he had joined this group: “…to sort of keep in 
line with my faith and make sure I don't lose track…I want to be around those who 
share the same beliefs as me. It’s an additional support structure.  It’s something you 
can fall back on. You sometimes don't give it as much attention as you should.” 
Belonging to the bible group provided Michael with fellowship: “I think it's just good 
fellowship, being around those who have the same beliefs as you, and it gives you 
that chance to stay on track and worship and praise and listen to the Word.”  He 
explained that the sun in his drawing depicted Jesus as: “…my light and always guiding 
me along.”  
Kumba (IR12) hailed from a family where her father was a full-time missionary. She 
saw her journey in coming to study at MSA as a plan that God had for her: “When I 
got to MSA…everything would be okay now. God was bringing me to something else, 
something that made me feel different. My plans were not his plans. That is why I put 
them there.” She explained that the sun on her drawing was: “…representing the light 





The identities of the respondents were formed by their families. Tammy (IR9), John 
(IR10), and Kondwani (IR1) lived at home in their first year of study, the rest had moved 
into on or off-campus accommodation. Key features of family influences once they 
started studying in first year included homesickness, their responsibilities towards their 
families, relationships and tensions within their relationships with their families, and 
taking the lessons that they had learned from families into their first-year studies. 
Homesickness 
Kumba (IR12) experienced extreme homesickness in the early days of being away 
from home: “I thought that maybe this wasn’t the place for me…I missed being with 
my family and friends. I almost broke down at a certain point. I was in my room, thinking 
about everything, and I just became so emotional.  I felt like I was enclosed in a certain 
box - I really needed someone to talk to.  I had no-one to talk to at that moment.” 
Michael (IR8) expressed the fact that the separation from his family was difficult:  
“when you are really down and out sometimes, a friend can't be there for you, like a 
family member would, because friends have their own troubles.  A family member 
understands you more, so I think the distance will be a problem to overcome.” Although 
he missed his parents he felt that he was adapting to his separation from them: “I think 
you start realising that you are more grown up and you start adapting to life on your 
own…And as sad as it is, you start losing that dependence on your parents”. Four 
months into his study he remarked that his mother was likely struggling with the 
separation from him: “I know my mom never likes me coming here…I will always be 
her baby and she always wants to me to be there with her.”  He knew that it was never 




For Abikanile (IR11), being away from her father for the first time in twelve years took 
great adjustment: “…the reality of being away from home for a long period didn't set 
in until the end of my first week.  I was so used to going to school and coming back 
home and seeing my dad, talking to him about my day. That was my everyday life for 
twelve years and then I had the last two and a half years of being at home with my 
dad all the time.  Suddenly, I was completely removed from him geographically; so 
that was also an adjustment for me…I was used to it being just my dad and me, that's 
what we call family, and then everybody else is just extended.” 
Responsibilities towards their families 
Responsibilities to her family weighed heavily on Kondwani (IR1) in her first year. She 
had alluded to the sacrifices that her family had made to allow her to study. She was 
the eldest child in the family and felt the need to make her parents proud of her: “My 
parents bringing me here is… it’s a lot, and I just put that into consideration and know 
at the end of the day, I’m not only doing this for myself, but for my family back home. 
Being the first-born brings many challenges with it.  At the end of the day, you’re going 
to make your parents proud.  So, I put that into consideration.” 
John (IR10) narrated that he was first in family to study in higher education which 
placed responsibility and stress on him: “I’m also the first one in my generation to go 
to university, so that caused some tensions within the family.  But you know, I think 
that’s, that’s all that basically stood in the way with my family.”   
Relationships and tensions within their relationships with their families 
Abikanile (IR11) enjoyed a close relationship with her father and drew her personal 




it comes to world politics, human interaction and different cultures. In my life, I have 
been exposed to different kinds of people…those thoughts are what drives me to 
understand and to learn and to want to know more…my father is my support group; I 
talk to him every day.  If I am struggling with anything, I know I can just call him and 
talk to him and explain. He will give me the motivation to finish.” 
Kumba (IR12) enjoyed sound relations with her mother and father. She narrated that 
in her relationship with her father, he had motivated her and her siblings to complete 
higher education studies because education was key to a better life. She was 
exceptionally proud of her mother who had studied full time whilst holding down a full-
time job and raising a family: “She’s very strong as well and she’s also an academic 
person…some days, I remember, when we used to be in high school - she would sit 
up all night doing her assignments. When she graduated with her degree in sociology, 
she won the prize for being the top student. She just wants A’s all the time.” 
Although Tammy (IR9) did not specifically narrate in-depth stories of her family she 
alluded to her mother and her family often, showing the tumultuous relationship that 
she had with them. Her mother had a strong influence over her: “…My mother did not 
want me to study at a public higher education institution as some of these institutions 
had been affected by the recent student protests regarding fees.” Her family also made 
decisions for her; “…my family didn't want me to be in the chef school, at all - so that 
kind of influenced my decision-making to come here.”  She felt that her mother did not 
always have the nurturing empathy that she needed when she felt stressed and 
doubted herself during her first-year: “I doubt myself a lot and my mom probably wants 
to smack me! [laughs.]” The same applied when she fell ill during her first semester 




bladder infection and my mother refused to take me to the doctor and I failed the 
exam.” Thinking of her parents she reflected: “I don’t want to be my parents. I don’t 
want to go through the struggles my parents did, I do not want to be them at all.”  
John (IR10) explained that he had experienced an easy childhood within his family. 
Born with cerebral palsy his parents were told: “…put him (John) in a home and forget 
about him.”  He explained that his parents refused to do this: “They supported me 
every step of the way, which you know, has led me to believe that I’m actually not that 
different from anybody else…I think we are a very tight-knit family unit, particularly 
here in South Africa.  We’ve got family all over the world.  But the South African group 
of the (John’s surname) household is quite a tight group as well.”  John was aware of 
the importance of partnership in family and what certain bonds had brought him. 
Despite his ease of growing up in his family, tensions with his family were a feature of 
John’s (IR10) first-year experience causing turbulence in his life. He explained: “…I 
can easily work 8 or 10 hours straight, with no break - it doesn’t bother me... whereas, 
the family’s not used to that.  They’re used to seeing more of me, they’re not used to 
the hard, academic grind that comes with pursuing a career, and a tertiary education.  
So, there’s immediately that tension there. My parents say, ‘Why are you spending 8 
to 10 hours behind your desk?”  He reflected that they likely missed his company. He 
explained that he had an open relationship with his parents: “…we’ve always had a 
very open relationship.  We still have a very open relationship.  We may have our 
differences, but we’re not in any way, clandestine or isolated, or anything like that.”   
Taking the lessons they had learned from their families into their first-year studies. 
Kondwani (IR1) could not escape lessons learned from her father which came to mind 




a certain point.” She admitted that often she would rather feel like watching a movie 
rather than work, but she inherently knew that this was wrong from her upbringing: 
“Then I think about it and no - this is wrong.  I need to manage my time wisely, my 
studies come first, and to do this… there are certain things I would want to do, but then 
I would think about it, and know at the end of the day I am a student and I should know 
why I am here.”  She also tried to live another lesson from her father: “…he always 
says to me that I must not want something because I see it from someone or because 
I must not want something flashy or whatever that I see it from someone because I 
don’t know how they got it. Some people might have stolen, and some people might 
have worked for it, so you don’t know which one is which…”  
During her first year, Abikanile (IR11) tried to live the lessons that her father had taught 
her: “…growing up with my dad has taught me to focus on the little things. Whether it's 
putting away something, following things through, always making sure everything has 
its place and everything is done, I must do it. After that I can relax rather than leaving 
things and then stressing about them at the last minute.” 
Kumba (IR12) kept her mother’s words in mind when she experienced difficulties 
during her first year: “So, when I have difficulty, my mother always tells me; ‘You know 
what? You can do it.  It takes time.  Time is essential, just make sure that you balance 
yourself,  rest, eat properly and then go through your books, just set your calendar 
straight, know what you want to achieve, know what you want to do.”  
5.4.3.4 Finances 
For most of the respondents transitioning to managing their own finances for day-to-
day living was a new experience for them. It took some time for them to get used to 




constraints in the family. None of the respondents were solely responsible for their 
financial well-being so their families played a direct role in this aspect of their first-year 
lives. 
Transitioning to managing their own finances for day-to-day living 
Abikanile (IR11) alluded to her need to manage her finances: “It was something that 
she was getting used to…I need to learn to manage my finances...[laughing] Getting 
used to the prices and the costs of travelling places is new. I need to get a grip on 
these things so that my mind is not over-burdened with these kinds of thoughts while 
I am in class.” 
Michael (IR8) also experienced challenges in managing his finances. He regarded his 
biggest challenges in his first year as “…the increase in the workload and then 
managing personal finances” and narrated that “…when I started having to manage a 
budget at university I started seeing how things add up. I now appreciate what my 
parents do for me more - they can't always get you what you want.   You start to realise 
the expenses and challenges of the grown up world that as a kid or school going 
person you were not aware of…I think I pay more attention to finances and take more 
interest in my finances because it affects me more now.”  
Kumba (IR12) also made reference to her adjustment of having to manage her own 
finances. She had found herself in a position where she had to make her own good 
decisions about money now that she was on her own: “…you now have to make 
decisions for yourself. Unlike when you're back home, when your mom goes to the 
shopping centre, you know that you can pick and pick and pick knowing that she's 




own decisions - you walk in the store and think, "Okay, I can't buy groceries for more 
than seven hundred rand - that's too much money. I need to save and stuff like that.”  
Issues which stemmed from financial constraints in the family 
Kholwa (IR4) had found the issue of finances a challenging one in her first year. At the 
outset of her studies her fees were due, but she needed to wait for her father to be 
paid before she could commence: “…when I started I had a little bit of a financial 
problem but then I was able to start with everyone else in the end. I just had to wait for 
my father to be paid.” 
Finances directly affected her studies when her family home was robbed: “On New 
Year’s Eve they broke into my home and they stole a lot of things that cost a lot of 
money.”  Kholwa had failed one of her subjects in her programme of study and had 
been planning to enrol for this subject in the summer semester which commenced in 
the first week of January. She was devastated that her family needed to re-allocate 
the money dedicated to her re-doing her subject to rather making repairs to the house 
and replacing stolen items. She explained her feelings by referring to her drawing: 
“…so this is my sad moment there when I was crying…I could not start my second 
year in the following year. I felt like I took three steps back, instead of moving forward.” 
Kondwani (IR1) narrated that she was disappointed that she had found out, as a 
residence student, that she still needed to pay for food which was an extra financial 
burden for her family: “…I expected that with the amount that international students 
pay…we should have cafeteria’s that supply our food as part of the fees. The food is 
an extra expense…Our parents have to send pocket money, which is in different 




the end of the day when your money is done, you have to call your parents again and 
get sent more money.”  
 Theme 2 – First year student identities are formed by intrapersonal 
experiences in their personal journeys during their first year. Their 
intrapersonal experiences are characterised by their personal 
experiences and emotions, and their personal strengths and growth. 
Different personal experiences triggered numerous emotional states in the 
respondents at varying times over their first year. By far, the most common emotion 
felt by respondents was stress. The causes of stress for the respondents included 
stress caused by academic life and examinations, stress and health issues, stress 
caused by family issues, stress caused by friends, homesickness, and various 
emotions at the commencement of first year studies. John (IR10) experienced an 
identity crisis which was an extreme source of emotional stress for him.  His identity 
crisis was likely an amalgamation of all the stressors and emotions experienced by 
other respondents specific to his personal experiences. 
Although each respondent had navigated their way through their first year of study, 
they had each experienced this year very differently as individuals based on their 
personal experiences. 
Reflecting on her first-year experience, Kondwani (IR1) narrated: “It’s been very 
overwhelming…”  Michael (IR8) described his first-year journey as one which had 
been marked by “up’s’ and ‘down’s.” Tammy (IR9) had continuously alluded to her first 
year as an “emotional roller coaster ride” characterised by her feelings of panic and 




Despite his identity crisis, John’s (IR10) year was marked by a positivity throughout all 
his narrations: “I was at home.” He coped well with his disability in his new higher 
education environment. He was strong emotionally and had a “don’t give up now” 
attitude, passion for his discipline, and embraced opportunities to broaden his 
academic base in his discipline.   
Abikanile (IR11) had endured a difficult year which was lived out as a balancing act 
and resulted in her experiencing health issues. Kumba’s (IR12) experiences were 
emotionally positive from the beginning of her studies. At the outset, she was happy 
to meet other students from diverse backgrounds. She embraced the love, diversity, 
and friendships that she experienced throughout her first year of studies. These three 
things made her feel that “…I've found a home.”  
Each of the respondents experienced personal transformation in different ways during 
the year. Through harnessing their personal strengths, they each grew as individuals 
in different ways.  They were able to articulate their personal growth and found value 
in being part of my research project with me. The opportunity to reflect and give time 
to introspection of their first-year experiences was a consolidating and affirming 
experience for them. 
5.4.4.1 Personal experiences and emotions  
Stress caused by academic life and examinations 
Kondwani (IR1) was shy and embarrassed to seek academic support when she 
needed it: “...I was too shy to ask someone, because maybe I would be 
embarrassed…” Coupled with this she fearful of approaching her lecturers: “There’s 
that certain fear in me. I fear that they wouldn’t approach me in a manner that I would 




Kholwa (IR4) experienced feelings of frustration due to not being able to pursue a 
qualification in her preferred field of health sciences. Although her lecturers were kind 
to her, she stressed about how her lecturers would react when she arrived late due to 
being lost: “I was afraid that the lecturer would shout at me or something like that.” 
Later in her first year, her academic and personal life brought in worries and 
complications for her. She was hurt when other students abandoned her in a group 
assignment task: “How could these people just disappear?” She worried about 
plagiarising her work and felt uncertain about her skills of paraphrasing and whether 
she was managing referencing and in-text referencing correctly. Managing her time 
was equally stressful for her as she observed how quickly her first semester was 
passing: “…I think this has been an ongoing madness…I think I have a time 
management problem.” She felt like she was being physically attacked by her 
assignments that she symbolised as starfish and sharks in her drawing. Examinations 
brought no respite for her in terms of her emotions. Her drawing depicted a face of 
herself that she had drawn which stemmed from her being nervous for her final first 
year marks. Her green lips were drawn specifically to show how stressed she was at 
the time. 
During the year, Michael’s (IR8) emotions were exacerbated by academic stress. 
Failing his first test put his life in emotional turmoil. He labelled his academic pressures 
as dangerous “crocs” and “rocks.” More rocks further down his river depicted: “…the 
exams coming up at the end of the semester and my nerves for the upcoming 
exams…and the pressure…” He overcame this stress, depicted in his drawing by him 
standing on a rock, by seeking support. The part of Michael’s drawing with a person 
standing on a rock was to depict that he overcame the danger and stress of his first 




Tammy (IR9) described her extreme stress when she started her first lectures: “But 
when I got into the lecture room, I knew nobody!  I was starting all over again. I freaked 
out and was not entirely sure what I was going to be studying. It freaked me out just a 
little bit.  I was not sure that I was prepared for what was to come, but I got excited 
because of the people around me. The people that were there were helping me to get 
excited to start studying.” She felt relieved when she met up with another new student 
that she had been in primary school with: “Oh my gosh! I know somebody!”  
Tammy (IR9) panicked in some of her academic classes. She suffered feelings of 
stress and confusion: “Statistics threw me off!  Ah, I panicked!  I straight panicked 
because I thought ‘I don’t know this!  How am I going to do this?  I feel like I’m going 
to fail!  I’m going to be worried about this!’ - it threw me off completely…I was so 
confused...everything was all over the place.” In her second semester her stress did 
not subside. She related her experiences in a business law subject: “Everyone flat-out 
panicked with this subject.  As students we thought; ‘What the heck? I had thought 
that the second semester was going to be fine. And it was not fine. It was even more 
hard work. Basically, each semester brings more and more hard work.” 
Retrospectively, Tammy (IR9) realised that she was completely overwhelmed in her 
first weeks of study: “Everything was just thrown at us and everyone was just…oh my 
gosh...I probably cried a couple of times and panicked a few times.  The textbooks 
alone were a source of stress for me, as soon as I got them, I couldn’t believe that we 
would cover so much work in one semester…I was like, ‘Oh my word!  [laughs] What 
am I going to do?” 
Over the year she coped emotionally by overeating and drinking too much coffee: “In 




nights. Coffee and sweets kept me awake…it was literally chaos. Like if you’re not on 
top of it and not there, you’re screwed.  That’s all I can say.” She described learning 
to work on Microsoft Word as confusing and chaotic: “…you move an image a 
millimeter to the left and all sorts of texts and images appear, four new pages appear, 
all of a sudden commas swarm across your page, in the distance while working you 
hear sirens, you literally move one thing in a document and it’s just chaos…”  
Tammy (IR9) intimated that she often felt like the bear in the meme that she brought 
to remind her of first year: “…I work a lot; I pressure myself a lot and let’s say it’s 
because I’m an overachiever.  It’s kind of my downfall as well. I always feel like I am 
late. I wake myself up extremely early just to study or to do work because I feel like I 
haven’t done enough. If I’m sleeping, I’m literally dreaming that I am waking myself up 
because I’m worried that I don’t know the answer to something. So, it’s literally 
everything hitting at once. I don’t know what’s coming …” 
John (IR10) experienced positive emotions with his academic dean and lecturers and 
took some of his ‘bad’ lecturers in his stride. He felt at home in his new learning 
environment: “Nobody is condescending towards somebody else because of who you 
are, or what you are. At least I have found certain people that have a career goal and 
life goals. And that was quite a discovery, it gave me a relaxation period because 
you’re fighting with yourself on the inside” 
 However, early in his first semester John (IR10) explained his discovery of a personal 
identity crisis. This period represented a very traumatic time that he went through in 
his first year on a personal level. He was unsure of where he fitted into the world. He 
described this window of his first year as a turbulent time: “…where do I go from here? 




Represented as heavy clouds in his drawing he saw the flow of his life as interrupted: 
“more aggressive - it's more uncertain and potentially more dangerous.” On reflection 
he mused that this identity crisis “had been building up for five years, the floodgates 
had just opened at this time - I don't know why. Maybe there are reasons why the 
floodgates opened, I'm not going to disclose those in full.”  
His identity crisis ended late in his first semester when he found solace in a lecturer 
who showed a genuine interest in his well-being and academic progress. She helped 
him to overcome his identity crisis to some extent: “Then, you have (lecturer) saying: 
‘You know what, there's actually nothing wrong with you! You can go forth and 
conquer. Just cut out what needs to be cut out.’ I sort of managed to start finding 
myself again and just to make peace with the whole idea of who I am. And I think that, 
on its own, this was very significant for me because in a way, this is sort of home, in 
every sense of the word, home is the centre of my intellect.”  
His lecturer’s acceptance of him had symbolised the fact that the institution had 
accepted him. His lecturer had told him: ‘You know what? You are fine the way you 
are. Go and be who you want to be. There’s no need for you to change…so not only 
am I being accepted for my physical appearance; I’m also being accepted for what’s 
on the inside which I think is really meaningful. This plays a huge role in trying to find 
yourself, finding acceptance, finding people that will accept you…” 
Adjusting to academic life was a challenge for Abikanile (IR11): “Okay this is real, I 
have a lot of work to do’, and sitting through the lectures was intense because I hadn’t 
been in such a setting, you get a lot of information overload in two hours of just facts 
and facts and facts thrown at you. It was a shock, a culture shock! But still bearable 




Her academic work caused stress for her: “…once my academics are done, I can relax 
and not stress over something else, because I think academics is a lot of pressure in 
itself.”    
For Abikanile (IR11), her examinations brought stress: “…I hit some rocks here. Rocks 
represent me writing my exams, getting over the stress, and getting through the 
exams.” During her second semester examinations, friendship issues and stress came 
to the fore again: “…these are rocks because the exams were a very hectic period for 
me.  The rocks also represent friendship issues and other personal issues that were 
just all coming in at one time.” She explained that her ‘river of life’ drawing got wider 
“…because of exam stress for the second semester of exams. I was worried about 
studying, finishing off basketball season, making sure I'm prepared for debates, the 
choir - we have the concerts and then I had to complete all my assignments.”  
Getting used to referencing her academic work took some getting used to for Kumba 
(IR12): “When I got here it was kind of a struggle. Referencing especially was a 
struggle – when you come from high school and you use referencing it's okay to use 
Google. But here you use books [laughter from respondents] and you hear that that 
your referencing should be in Harvard or APA 6. You think, ‘What is that? What are 
they talking about?’ Those were some of my low points.”  However she had learned to 
navigate her way through assignments: “I used to use Wikipedia for referencing. Now 
you’re told; “No!  There’s an APA style, there’s a Harvard style’. I learned and I thought, 
Wow!  Now I know how to reference!”  
Stress and health issues 
Health issues played a pivotal role in Tammy’s (IR9) emotional wellbeing in her first 




year she failed an exam due to health reasons. Her second semester was marred with 
health issues which added to her chaotic experience of first year. This was depicted 
as the dark part of her river in her second semester: “…I didn't have the intention for it 
to be chaos, it was just that my health deteriorated. I had surgery; I missed the first 
four weeks of university this semester.” She had found that going to gym was an 
emotional outlet for her stress.  
Heavy involvement in numerous extra-mural activities caused an emotional imbalance 
in Abikanile’s (IR11) life. Trying to balance her academic work and extra-mural 
activities became an impossible, vicious cycle for her. She explained: “…it just gets 
more stressful, more stressful and just more pressure to manage.” Initially she had 
managed but as she progressed through her first year “…there was even more 
responsibility to deal with and less time to finish everything…It got to a point where I 
just hated everything because everything was just becoming too much.” Prolonged 
stress took its toll on Abikanile’s physical health: “…I developed ulcers. I had to go to 
hospital for a bit…I was breaking…I think I fell because there were also some personal 
issues that happened at that time. So, it was just a lot of...trying to find my balance 
again, and reflect, because it was just hectic. I felt alone because I was away from my 
family and so that's why that kind of upset my studies. It didn't affect my grades luckily, 
but I think there was a period of time where I was just really worried, and I didn't think 
I was going to pass the semester…”  
Stress caused by family issues 
Family turmoil and the emotional toll it took on Tammy (IR9) was a feature of her first-
year experience. She related:  “…I’ve got other things to worry about, I don’t let that 




done…I’m literally just using them to pay for my university…then I’m gone…" She 
faced emotional pressure from her family as they had high academic expectations for 
her: “…me getting higher distinctions are important to my family…if I get just a 
distinction, they are happy, but they still say, ‘you could have done better.’” 
Tensions with his family were experienced by John (IR10) in his first year. He 
explained: “…I can easily work 8 or 10 hours straight, with no break - it doesn’t bother 
me... whereas, the family’s not used to that.  They’re used to seeing more of me, 
they’re not used to the hard, academic grind that comes with pursuing a career, and a 
tertiary education.  So, there’s immediately that tension there.”  He explained that he 
had an open relationship with his parents; “…we’ve always had a very open 
relationship.  We still have a very open relationship.  We may have our differences, 
but we’re not in any way, clandestine or isolated, or anything like that.”   
Stress caused by friends 
Although she did manage to find friends later in her first semester, Kholwa (IR4) lost 
friends along the way, causing her to feel ongoing loneliness.  For Michael, emotional 
turmoil was caused by going through a bad stage with a friend: “…the crocs and rocks 
are also the danger of losing that friend.” 
Homesickness 
Kondwani’s (IR1) initial feelings of nervous anticipation and excitement to start her 
studies quickly waned as she felt homesick for her family: “I thought that maybe this 
wasn’t the place for me.” Michael experienced feelings of homesickness: “I missed my 
parents in the first week or two.” Abikanile (IR11) also experienced extreme 




my dad, talking to him about my day. That was my everyday life for twelve years and 
then I had the last two and a half years of being at home with my dad all the time.  
Suddenly, I was completely removed from him.” 
Various emotions at the commencement of first year studies 
Kondwani (IR1) experienced feelings of nervous anticipation and excitement when her 
first year commenced - it was her first step in a “journey of a thousand miles.” 
Kholwa (IR4) felt depressed and helpless when she struggled in her final school year 
to find a higher education institution to study at. She felt like “…everybody's just 
moving on, and I'm just standing still…I was not able to move forward.” Physically 
visiting various higher education institutions to inquire about study options in her final 
year of school had proven stressful and traumatic for her. By the time she arrived at 
MSA to commence her studies, she admitted that she had changed from the bubbly 
person she had been at school to arriving at MSA feeling depressed and at a low point 
in her life, struggling to find friends. She did refer to having mixed feelings on her arrival 
to study – although she felt depressed, she also experienced feelings of excitement 
and positivity at the prospect of finally being accepted as a student. 
Michael (IR8) described his feelings of nervousness and excitement at the outset of 
his studies. It was “…a new chapter in my life and of course it's good to leave school 
behind - it wasn’t my favourite experience.” He felt comforted, yet a bit intimidated by 
his orientation week which was “very entertaining and…gave me the tools to succeed 
in my studies. I found all of this a little bit intimidating, but overall, it was a good week.” 
Tammy (IR9) felt saddened by the fact that she could not pursue a career in being a 




Although John (IR10) experienced coming into his new environment at MSA daunting, 
and it was a lot to take in initially, he settled down well. He felt that the campus was 
taking care of his special needs well.  
Abikanile (IR11) was nervous yet excited for her first year at the outset of her first year: 
“I was very nervous about what would happen and what this experience would hold 
for me. But I was also very excited… I was excited to start school again because I had 
been out of school for a year and a half.”  She described her orientation week as being 
fun but emotionally overwhelming: “…in the beginning it was bit overwhelming but now 
I have realised in retrospect that it was really helpful.” 
5.4.4.2 Personal strengths 
Kondwani’s (IR1) personal strengths played a pivotal role in helping her to successfully 
navigate her first year in higher education. She could: “…relate to almost everyone.” 
She was able to rise above challenges: “…when I am challenged by something I rise 
above the situation. I don’t let the challenge defeat me.” She was always able to 
neutralise arguments between family members: “I want peace at the end of the day…”  
Kholwa’s (IR4) personal strengths had carried her through her first year: “I’m not easily 
influenced. When I make decisions, I usually think about things before I make them. I 
think my strength is not wanting to be like everyone else. I always want to stand out. I 
don’t want to look like everyone or dress like everyone else.” She iterated that she 
always pushed hard in what she was trying to achieve and never gave up, giving 
insight into her determination as an individual. She illustrated this point: “When I work, 
I remind myself that I have been teaching myself to be temperate and trying to be 
disciplined because…I realised that if I don’t, my work is going to slack and it’s going 




Her determination and strength in succeeding was drawn from her spiritual faith: “I 
think church plays a role. At church we learn how to conduct ourselves…and then I try 
to practise it in my life. If it works for me then it must be good for me.”  
Through her resilience and strength she had successfully navigated a dark valley of 
her life – the end of her first year when she did not meet the requirements for 
successful completion of the foundation programme: “…I've got a happy face. The 
semester was not bad and at least I could afford paying for this semester.” 
Kholwa (IR4) was proud that she had never given up in her first year: “I never gave 
up. It made me feel stronger. I have concluded that if I could make it well through the 
first year then I should be able to face the other years with no fear too. Drawing the 
picture made me realise that growing up has challenges, but those challenges will not 
be above my ability to solve them. And at the end I will be rewarded for all the good 
results that flow from these challenges.”  
Michael (IR8) possessed the strength “…to stay focused and to see difficult tasks 
through” and stated that the key motivator in getting him through his year was the fact 
that he was working towards getting a degree that would ultimately help him in his 
career. He always used feedback on his academic work to determine how he could 
improve his academic results. He was able to be serious when necessary and provide 
support to others and build them up, rather than dragging them down. He too drew his 
strengths from his faith in God.    
Tammy’s (IR9) personal strength of remaining positive throughout narrating her first- 
year stories was apparent: “…coming here has been a success because it’s made me 




explained that the flowers in her drawing of her first year depicted many positive things: 
“…the flowers represent memories I've had; maybe going to a friend’s house or a 
friend's birthday…people influence me, they have influenced some part of my first-
year. Even though there was bad stuff going on, I remained positive that's why my 
drawing is more bright than dark.” Her tenacity and confidence enabled her to find 
lasting friendships and she embraced the cultural diversity on her new campus: “I am 
friends with a lot of different people of varying colours, races and religions.  I don’t see 
them as different.”  
Her outgoing personality was also a personal strength for her. She depicted herself as 
the sun in her drawing: “...I'm a very bubbly person…I just carry on.” She was driven 
by her personal motivation to succeed: “…I’ve got a lot of determination in me.” She 
indicated confidently that she was always prepared for her classes: “I had to be 
prepared. I’m a very prepared person.”  Her strengths of being outgoing and always 
wanting to be prepared, resulted in her strength of being able to take charge of 
situations. This stemmed from her personality and her personal history: “…even if in 
high school and primary school I was always the group leader, I don’t know how, I 
always ended up being it, and sometimes I did the project by myself because others 
would slack, and I just couldn’t handle it. And, whew!  If I’m a teacher’s pet, I don’t care 
because, I will tell on you if you haven’t been doing it, because I feel it’s unfair to get 
marks if you haven’t earned them.” 
John (IR10) had a clear sense of what his personal strengths were: “I'm as arrogant 
as hell [loud laughter from respondents]. I don't listen to the negative influences. If I 




Insightfully, John (IR10) commented that he thought all the respondents possessed 
strengths but respondents were perhaps not aware of these until I brought them to the 
fore: “ I think we all have strengths...I think everybody has them even if we don't know 
it. And I think quite often we live in a world where people will pick on your weaknesses 
before they even acknowledge your strengths. You know. I think you put us in a 
position today where we were actually forced to think about that. So maybe they (our 
strengths) were always there, but they were never fully acknowledged in a sense...so 
none of that has to do with change...maybe you made us more pompous now, now 
that we know what we're worth but I don't necessarily know if it's change, I just think it 
may maybe it's being able, to excavate - excavate what is already there?” 
Confidently, John (IR10) was able to articulate further personal strengths: “I think I’m 
by nature, a people person, so I can pretty much get on with anybody, whether you 
like me or not, I can get an answer out of you…I have a fiercely analytical mind which 
allows me to see past what some may regard as the obvious, or just common sense.  
I can offer an analysis on something.”   
Challenging herself constantly, Abikanile (IR11) read voraciously: “I think the strength 
that I have is that I like to read - anything and everything I can find. If I read something 
interesting, I will go a whole day, or a week, or a month just researching to really 
understand that topic and understand why it is that way.”  
She further narrated her strengths: “…I like people and I like understanding people. I 
like understanding what makes people human or what makes them think and act the 
way that they do. I am interested in what constitutes a society and how politics 




Her father was a source of strength and inspiration for her: “My father is the one I go 
to…he is my support group…”   
 Despite the obstacles that stood in her way over her first year, Kumba (IR12) had 
drawn on the strengths that she had brought with her into higher education. She felt 
that her late cousin gave her strength when she needed it: “She studied at (name of 
public university) and she was doing chemical engineering.  She passed away last 
year.  She was one of those people that always motivated me.  She helped me to 
become somebody - to balance my life and she helped me to push forward in 
academics.  She helped me to understand the importance of academics as well as 
how academics can be used to help people influence people as well…When I wake 
up in the morning I always think of her words and I feel, ‘Okay, you know what, I can 
make it! [clicks finger], I can get through this day! [clicks finger] I can do my best! [clicks 
finger] I can be the best!’” 
She also drew strength from her mother: “She’s very strong…she’s also an academic 
person…So, when I have difficulty, she always tells me: ‘You know what? You can do 
it.  It takes time.  Time is essential, just make sure that you balance yourself,  rest, eat 
properly and then go through your books…”  
Her spirituality emanated from her father, a missionary, who she derived strength from. 
She related a scripture from the bible: “…I have my favourite scripture which is 
Philippians 4:13. It says ‘I can do all things through Christ’ [claps hands] which 
strengthens me. I repeat this in my head all the time, even when I am tired, and I feel 
that all of this is too much.  I say this verse over and over. It helps me to feel motivated 




Through strengths that she gleaned from her family she felt that they had instilled a 
determination in her to succeed which had ultimately got her through her first year.  
5.4.4.3 Personal growth 
Kondwani (IR1) reflected that being in higher education had “…helped (her) to become 
the person that (she was) – physically, emotionally, and intellectually.” On an 
emotional level, she felt that she had grown from the point of view that had forged a 
new relationship with a male student. She also felt that her relationships with friends 
and family had changed: “It’s strengthened the bonds that I have with people.  It’s 
helped me to realise and appreciate what I have or the people around me.  We 
shouldn’t really take the people around us for granted.  Appreciate them, especially 
when they are with you through thick and thin, you just owe it to them, to appreciate 
them.” 
Intellectually, she knew that she had grown: “I was in this comfort zone, where I 
needed so much to be done for me, but now I’m learning to do things on my own…I 
don’t really have to depend on anyone - I am learning to be a risk taker and learning 
to do things on my own.”   
Growing as an individual over her first year, Kholwa (IR4) had taken up a leadership 
position on campus by being elected as a class representative. She “learned 
leadership skills to be able to communicate with managers and the students and was 
able to represent (her) fellow classmates.” Contributing in this way was important for 
Kholwa: “...when you're at school, you don't only come to school to just study and get 
your degree. You must also see other things - you must have that eye for noticing 
things that are happening at school, whether it is identifying students who are having 




or reporting broken equipment or furniture. It’s a way of making your school better for 
everybody else.” 
Personally, Michael (IR8) had grown in that he articulated that meaningful learnings 
for him during the year had been “…the value of friends and family to help keep you 
sane through things and staying focused on what you want to do, not losing track, and 
keeping up with workloads so that they don’t pile up on you.” 
Over his first year Michael (IR8) recovered from the emotional scarring of being bullied 
at school. He reached out to other students and forged new and meaningful 
friendships. Despite the challenges he had along his journey he was still able to rise 
and see the many positives that he had in his life at the time: “…there are greener 
pastures for me and good things to come.”  
Michael’s (IR8) personal growth transformation in higher education started to take 
place early in his first year: “I think I see the world from more of an adult perspective.  
I’ve started realising some of the challenges.”   
Tammy’s (IR9) most significant personal growth came about with an understanding of 
what was required of her as a student in higher education. She was able to articulate 
what students needed to do to succeed in higher education. She strongly advised 
working in groups with peers on assignments and joining ‘Whatsapp’ study groups. 
Based on her experiences she knew that studying for tests and examinations could 
not be completed successfully if only started a day or a week before.   
Through struggling with academic work, she had learned the importance of attending 




don’t need it – go!  It’s probably going to help you.  Do attend your tutorials.  Do not 
be an idiot, it helps a lot.  I’ve never ever missed one tutorial.”   
A bright, confident and mature young man, John (IR10) experienced an identity crisis 
during his first year. In retrospect he felt that the pressure of who he was meant to be 
in the world had building for years. For him, an understanding and empathetic lecturer 
had encouraged him by telling him that there was nothing wrong with him and that he 
should go out and conquer the world. John recovered from this identity crisis stronger 
than before.  
His personal growth was apparent in how his love for academia and interest in 
international security grew: “I started picking up my research interests fairly early in 
life which I think was quite rare.” His personal growth was evident in his words: “I don't 
have any formal political, lifelong ambition like I used to have. I always wanted to be 
this lifelong politician, but now it seems to have drifted away into a more strategic entry 
into the political realm. It’s something I enjoy…I love the people element of it, you know 
what I'm saying - and this is why I love diplomacy so much - you can go and learn so 
much about different cultures, different interests, needs, wants. The interaction that 
people give you is absolutely priceless.” 
Navigating and settling down into her new routines signalled personal growth for 
Abikanile (IR11). She navigated difficulty in making friends and learning social 
boundaries but in the end, she had made some solid friendships through finding 
common ground with them.  
Being a very private person and not open about issues she grew personally by 
adjusting to the social norms with fellow students: “I am used to being very closed and 




people and not always being cold or closed in my expression and in my interactions 
with people.”   
Kumba (IR12) commented on her personal growth in terms of her learning 
transformation in higher education: “In high school there were things that I read that I 
just took for granted – I didn’t go into any depth trying to really understand. But now in 
sociology …it’s like I’m hearing this for the first time. I did not know that we influence 
our society and in turn society also influences us.  Now I’m learning that the simple 
things that we do in society also have consequences.”   
Kumba (IR12) told the respondents that MSA had become her home. Her friendly, 
outgoing nature had ensured that she was surrounded by people who made her feel 
comfortable in her new environment: “…for me it was like a home away from 
home…there were people who I felt were like extended family members.”  
 Theme 3 – First year student identities are formed by institutional 
experiences between leaving high school and before commencing study 
in their institutional journeys. 
5.4.5.1 Respondents’ period between high school and starting higher 
education and orientation 
The experiences of each respondent as they navigated their way from high school to 
ultimately enrolling at MSA had lasting impressions for them into their first year of 
study. How they were treated by ‘first point-of-contact’ staff in enquiring to study, or 
‘word-of-mouth’ evaluations of MSA by others, influenced their decisions of whether 
to enrol or not at an institution. For others, communication from MSA was unclear and 
impacted negatively on their first-year studies in some way. For Kholwa (IR4), a lack 




Treatment by ‘first point of contact’ staff at institutions and ‘word-of-mouth’ reviews of 
institutions 
Physically visiting various higher education institutions to inquire about study options 
had proven stressful and traumatic for Kholwa (IR4). She was berated by admissions 
staff if she went to institutions accompanied by her parents. She recounted the cruel 
words of some admissions staff members: “Why are your parents still treating you as 
a baby by coming with you to find out about university?” Similarly, when she applied 
at institutions in person on her own, she expressed that she was treated badly: 
“…because they know… ‘Ah…she’s a child. She can’t speak up for herself.’” 
Despite her experiences with admissions staff at other institutions, Kholwa narrated 
that her experiences at MSA with her inquiry to study were vastly different and positive: 
“…they actually make you feel comfortable…just ask you normal questions about life 
so that you can feel relaxed. You don’t have to feel tense. You know, some people 
just work because it has to be done. But the MSA staff look like they’re enjoying what 
they’re doing.” She was also impressed with the application process which was very 
quick: “…if everything is going to be this efficient then I think I’m going to like this 
school.”   
Kumba (IR12) had applied to an institution to pursue studies in nursing, but this did 
not materialise as the date of the entrance examination and one of her matric 
examinations clashed. She was angry and extremely disappointed because of this – 
her application remained incomplete and was therefore a dead-end for her. She had 
also applied to study dentistry at a public institution but her conditional offer was never 
sent to her. Enquiring much later, she determined that the institution had sent her offer 




higher education institution but was told that her intended programme of study was 
being discontinued.  
On the other hand, marketing staff members had visited Kumba’s (IR12) school and 
in her final year of schooling and created a positive impression for her about MSA: “…I 
asked the lady and she explained that she was sure that I would enjoy MSA.  She said 
that I would meet new people and would experience life differently.” As a Top 10 
student she was invited to MSA to spend a day on the campus to experience what life 
would be like as a student for her. Her despondency about the prospects of studying 
in higher education changed for the better. 
Her decision to enrol was also influenced by the fact that her sister had studied 
information technology. She had attained a high level of programming knowledge in 
her course and had landed some excellent jobs since graduating from the institution. 
Kumba wanted this for herself too. Similarly, through word-of-mouth, Abikanile (IR11) 
had first heard of MSA through her friend’s cousin who had enjoyed a positive 
experience during her studies at the campus. As she was a foreign student, she took 
the decision to study at MSA based on the positive report she had heard about MSA. 
She wanted to experience a lively student culture with a diverse, international student 
body. 
Unclear communication from MSA 
Kondwani (IR1) was an international student from Zambia. Legislation required that 
she have a study permit in place to study in South Africa. On arrival at MSA a week 
before classes started, admissions staff members indicated to her that she had to 
arrange her own study visa in Zambia – it could not be done in South Africa. She was 




health clearance in Zambia, which was extremely stressful for her: “There was so 
much involved and there was so much up and down movement, and the expenses.  I 
had come to South Africa, I had to fly back to Zambia and then do all those things. It 
required money. It was so intense - that was quite a challenge.  The whole study permit 
thing drew me back.  I almost lost hope.”   
For Tammy (IR9) who had made a firm decision to study at MSA, unclear 
communication resulted in her missing her whole first week of academic classes. As 
a result, she missed a full week of teaching and learning out of a twelve-week 
semester. 
Lack of career guidance during high school  
Kholwa (IR4) did not have an easy pathway from high school into higher education.  
She related academic setbacks at school which affected her university choices despite 
being a strong academic student: “…in high school, for you to do an eighth subject, 
you had to have an average of 90 percent. So, my average was 70 percent, not 90 
percent, so I couldn't do the eighth subject. So, I couldn't do life science. When I 
graduated from high school I…tried applying at (names of numerous higher education 
institutions).” Her dream was to study medicine and become a neuro-paediatrician. 
“But then they (university admissions staff) said I did not have life science, so they 
didn't take me. I even tried nursing.” This impacted negatively on her during her first 
year – at times in her first year, she felt frustrated as she was not studying medicine 




 Theme 4 – First-year identities are formed by experiences of formal 
learning in their institutional journeys of first year. Their experiences of 
formal learning were characterised by the changes that they experienced 
between school and higher education as well as their academic 
experiences. 
First-year student identities are formed by experiences of formal learning in their 
institutional journeys. This finding was discussed under the sub-themes or patterns 
named ‘Changes experienced from school to higher education’ and ‘Academic 
experiences’. 
Respondents narrated the changes that they had felt between high school and 
studying in higher education. In addition, the academic experiences of students had a 
profound effect on the way they experienced their first year of studies. In this study the 
academic experiences of respondents encompassed experiences of their orientation 
week, the difficulty and complexity of their academic work, experiences with lecturers, 
experiences of tests and examinations, and experiences of academic support. 
5.4.6.1 Changes experienced from school to higher education 
The difference between studying at high school compared to studying in higher 
education were vastly different for Kondwani (IR1): “…it’s so different from the way it 
is in high school.  At university you are your own person, you are your own parent.  
Decisions are made with you.  But at school you’ve got someone who’s imposing so 
much on you. At university, the decision is all up to you.” 
Kholwa (IR4) felt that being in higher education was less stressful than being in high 
school. Her lecturers did not constantly tell her what to do and when to do it. She felt 
that she had been adequately prepared for higher education whilst she was in high 




activities, projects, and tests with few breaks in between. By comparison, her higher 
education lecturers worked with them in-depth in classes and she was not bogged 
down with other activities she deemed unimportant.  
Ways of writing were different for Kholwa (IR4): “At university you must get proper 
facts. You don’t just take the first thing you see on the internet…your work, the way 
you write, the way you present your work, everything...it must be up to standard. So, 
it’s not that it’s easier than high school. The level of thinking is higher than high school 
but the amount of pressure that they give us is less…” 
Kumba (IR12) explained that her high school career had been marked by routine: “It 
was a daily thing.  At six I wake up, I bath, and I go to school. I meet people and then 
we go to classes…”  At school if she had a problem: “…you just go to the office and 
report it.  But now I was at a different level. It was new because there were new ways 
of doing things…you can go and see a counsellor if you have personal problems, you 
have student support and stuff like that, you have other activities and they give you 
tips on how to survive at Monash and stuff like that.  So now you think, ‘Okay, there’s 
no more school bells, there’s no more notebooks, there’s no more a teacher running 
after you for your assignments.  Now you take responsibility for yourself.’” 
Her student orientation facilitators had explained that writing in books like they did at 
school would no longer be the norm. Instead they would use lecture slides and 
textbooks. They advised that students should abide by the rules of the lecturer, follow 
instructions and use their lecture slides.  They highlighted the fact that hours outside 
of formal timetabled classes needed to be spent on going through course material and 
studying so that they could be active participants in the learning process in the next 




Kumba (IR12) was aware of the fact that at school she merely accepted knowledge, 
but she described her learning transformation in higher education: “In high school 
there were things that I read that I just took for granted – I didn’t go into any depth 
trying to really understand. But now in sociology; “…it’s like I’m hearing this for the first 
time, so, it’s like, ‘Oh!  Okay, now I know that this is how this works. I did not know that 
we influence our society and in turn society also influences us’”.   
Looking back on her first few months in higher education, school had not prepared 
Tammy (IR9) for higher education: “Everyone is so enthusiastic to come study at 
university, but they don’t realise that everything is more difficult. Only accounting for 
me is easier than when I was in high school. I think high school was just a load of 
nonsense that they were giving us, but it’s a big step!  You don’t know what you’re 
getting thrown into. Projects and assignments are done differently. It’s a lot different 
to high school, it really is.” 
5.4.6.2 Experiences of orientation week 
Three respondents missed the orientation week and four respondents attended the 
full orientation week.  
In having to return to Zambia to arrange her student visa, Kondwani (IR1) missed the 
full week of orientation prior to the formal semester start and almost the whole first 
week of classes. She lost valuable time and information in this process: “… when I 
came back, I found out that I was a week late, and I was slacking a bit, especially in 
different subjects.  As the lecturers had already covered the introductory week it was 




Kholwa (IR4) commenced her studies late and missed the orientation week because 
she “had a little bit of a financial problem…but then I was able to start in Week 1 with 
everyone else.” She had to wait for her father to pay her fees first. She acknowledged 
that missing orientation week had placed her at a disadvantage in starting her first 
semester on a sound footing: “I’m not sure if I didn’t get it because I was not in the 
orientation…but finding the lecture venues was difficult…”  
Tammy (IR9) had enrolled on time and arrived for her five-day orientation on the first 
day. She explained: “…the next day was my birthday…there was no way I was coming 
in – it was my birthday! I didn’t want to spend time here…and then I didn’t come for 
the rest of the week.” She did not come back for the rest of the orientation week 
because her brother, who had studied there previously, told her that she did not need 
to go to orientation. He told her that it was boring. She had spoken to someone else 
who had studied at MSA and this person had also told her that they had not attended. 
She thought: “…maybe I shouldn’t attend the week, I wasn’t sure, we didn’t know what 
was happening.” 
She did not feel that missing orientation had put her at any disadvantage. She had 
noted how some students who had attended orientation were just as confused as her 
or did not seem to care that they were lost.  
Michael (IR8) found value in attending the whole orientation week ahead of the first 
semester commencement. He described his orientation week: “…very good, very 
entertaining with lots of fun activities, we had many classes where there was a lot of 
information to take in. This information gave me the tools to succeed in my studies. I 
found all of this a little bit intimidating, but overall, it was a good week.” He narrated 




to take in. He was glad to have learned where he could find campus security and 
where to access different services and offices. 
John (IR10) registered early for his degree and attended the full orientation week. It 
was a lot for him to take in initially: “…coming into a new environment is always very 
daunting. You come in and you realise that…this is reality, this is what you’ve been 
working towards for the last 12 years of your life.” During his orientation week he found 
that his academic orientation sessions were “…quite interactive on a number of levels. 
In some cases, I felt that it only scraped the surface of certain aspects of university 
life.” 
The peer support that he received during his orientation week was positive for John 
(IR10): “… it’s always comforting to know that you’re not the only one.  I must say that 
the orientation student buddies were very helpful in that regard.  You know, the 
orientation week is by students for students, basically, which I think helps to level out 
the playing field. It makes communication easier, you know, because it’s a counterpart, 
not a superior, which helps a great deal…But I think overall it’s a well-structured 
programme.  It’s well-organised. One immediately gets a feel that there is this 
partnership between students and lecturers, which I think you wouldn’t find anywhere 
else.” 
Abikanile (IR11) arrived in in time to take part in the full orientation week: “Orientation 
week was fun.  There were a lot of activities but there were also quite a few lectures.  
While they were very helpful sometimes it felt a bit like a lot of information at once. It 
was a lot to take in and to remember…security issues, adjusting, visa information, all 
these different lectures.  So maybe in the beginning it was a bit overwhelming but now 




thing about orientation were the activities arranged outside of the formal lecture 
structures. If we were not in lectures everyone met in a common space – the square 
– where there would be performances or icebreaker games. It loosened people up and 
it kind of took away the feeling of being nervous and being new to a place because 
you saw so many other people who were in the same situation, so that's what I think 
helped me.” 
Kumba’s (IR12) orientation week was positive for her: “We had one-on-one time with 
the lecturers. Each lecturer said something about the various subjects and how they 
were going to be over the semester. They also explained what they expected from us, 
as students. As students, we could ask them what their expectations of us were. The 
lecturers explained how they could help us in certain ways. They were very open with 
us and urged students to come to them if there was anything they didn’t understand. 
They explained that we could email them or book an appointment if we needed to.” 
5.4.6.3 Difficulty and complexity of academic work  
Adjusting to the difficulty and complexity of academic work was experienced by all 
respondents in different ways. Tammy (IR9) and Kondwani (IR1) found the level of 
mathematics that was required in their subjects difficult. John (IR10) and Michael (IR8) 
were studying towards different qualifications but each of them felt that they were 
studying the most difficult degrees that one could encounter. While Abikanile (IR11) 
struggled with adjusting to the conventions of the required academic language in 
higher education, Kumba (IR12) struggled with the technical requirements of 
assignments. Having problems with his eyesight, John (IR10) struggled to manage the 




Difficulties experienced in her academic subjects were a major source of stress for 
Tammy (IR9) who struggled with the mathematical aspects of various subjects in her 
business degree: “Statistics threw me off! I panicked!  I straight panicked because I 
thought ‘I don’t know this!’  I dropped mathematics core in Grade 11 to pursue 
mathematical literacy because I thought I wouldn’t need it because of my chefing 
career. Ooh, that was a bad decision because it threw me off completely!  I was 
thinking ‘How am I going to do this?  I feel like I’m going to fail…it threw me off 
completely.”  She experienced similar problems in her microeconomics and statistics 
subjects.  
Similarly, Kondwani (IR1) had found academic work in her information technology 
degree difficult: “I wouldn’t say that it’s a smooth walk in the park – it’s challenging…” 
She felt that her mathematics results were not impressive. She found it difficult to see 
her peers passing mathematics during the year yet she was not: “…it was depressing 
to know that this one did well, this one did well, and everyone is asking, did you pass 
and everything?”   
John (IR10) felt that studying a degree in social science was more difficult than 
studying any other degree; “…I read an interesting article the other day that read ‘It's 
time to admit that the BA is actually harder than any other bachelor’s degree.’” He 
reasoned that maths, busines and economics courses were about stagnant definitions 
and formulas but studying in the social sciences involved dynamic human behaviour 
which was always unpredictable. Michael (IR8) also felt that he was studying the most 
difficult degree. He admitted that he had not found his first-year studies easy; “I’m 




programme of study as being the most difficult; “Come join accounting, then we’ll 
talk…[laughs].” 
Abikanile (IR11) indicated that she had struggled with adjusting to the conventions of 
the required academic language in higher education: “…in terms of academic 
language, there have been some issues in adjusting. It is because of the amount of 
different words and structures used in an academic paper and then having to 
understand those words so that I will be able to apply them myself when I am talking 
or using them in my assignments.”   
Getting used to the technical requirements of assignments took some getting used to 
for Kumba (IR12): “The first semester was a bit of a challenge because I had to get 
used to the way that one had to submit assignments. It’s not the same as when you 
are in high school.  Now it’s totally different.  You must make sure you follow the 
instructions of your lecturer.  Each lecturer has his or her own way or style of what the 
assignment should look like. So now you must go through two pages of instructions, 
make sure that you apply each method necessary to the assignment, such as 
‘TurnitIn’. It takes time. One lecturer asks us to reference in APA style, the next lecturer 
says, ‘No, I want Harvard referencing. [laughs].”  
John (IR10) experienced different academic difficulties to the respondents. Although 
he was an avid reader and seemed to like the challenge of how much he had to read 
for his studies, his eye condition – as a result of his disability – made ploughing through 
much academic reading work difficult for him: “…I've become a bit of a bibliophile…I've 
got more books than what I have bookshelf space….but my eye condition makes it 
very difficult to read.” He explained that this caused turbulence for him personally as 




hampered.  The volume of work can sometimes be overwhelming.” He explained that 
he had overcome this by: “…reading with a red ruler so that you don’t lose your line.” 
He explained that he did not allow his eye condition to hold him back: “…if you’re 
passionate about a particular discipline, as I am… you’ll read, no matter how long it 
takes you. It pushed me a little over the edge but the disability unit in conjunction with 
the lecturers, was also very helpful in accommodating in that regard.” By disclosing 
the issue that he had to the institution, he was given “…extensions for research and 
assignments and that sort of thing, so it allowed me the time I needed.” 
5.4.6.4 Experiences with lecturers 
Experiences with lecturers had either a positive or negative effect on their first-year 
studies. Kholwa (IR4) and John (IR10) initially enjoyed only positive working relations 
with lecturers, but by the end of their first year they noted some negative aspects of 
their lecturers. Michael (IR8) briefly mentioned his positive impressions of his lecturers. 
Kondwani (IR1), Tammy (IR9), Abikanile (IR11) and Kumba (IR12) only narrated 
negative experiences regarding their relations with lecturers.    
Kholwa (IR4) was impressed with her new lecturers when she met them “Okay, these 
people are nice.” Initially she said that none of them were bad in any way. She 
described her lecturers as nice, understanding ladies without mood issues who were 
prepared to help her with any academic queries. However, what she said near to the 
end the end of her first semester contrasted with how she had viewed her lecturers 
initially. Near the end of her second semester she questioned her relationship with one 
of her lecturers: "But why don't you like me? You know, you have those teachers….my 




John’s experiences of his lecturers were both positive and negative. They had met his 
expectations in that he described them as: “…absolutely phenomenal…” He 
mentioned his dean and lecturer by their first names: “I love my (first name of lecturer) 
and (first name of dean), I have the best service from them…” The lecturer who he 
mentioned had helped him to navigate his way through a severe identity crisis during 
his first year. However, in retrospect, he narrated that although he had experienced a 
number of good lecturers there was one who had fallen short of his expectations: 
“...we've got a particular department…and three of them - they've got the standard, 
they've got the dedication, they're good to go. And then there's one, that c*cks it all 
up…” 
Michael (IR8) had maintained a positive impression of his lecturers, who he saw as 
caring: “…I noticed… there were people who didn't do so well and then the lecturer 
discretely gave them timeslots to come and meet with them and assist them where 
they were going wrong.”  
On the other hand, Kondwani (IR1) felt that her lecturers were not living up to her 
expectations as she felt that they were being ‘spoon-fed’. She expressed: “We need 
to be pushed to become independent and learn how to do things on our own – not 
spoon-fed, because students tend to become comfortable.” She felt that this made her 
and other students lazy: “…even if I don’t answer my work, she (the lecturer) won’t 
check.  I’ll go back to class and then we’ll just go through the work together. Students 
tend to be comfortable, because we know at the end of the day it will be given to us 
on a silver platter.  We won’t have to stress or work hard …” 
Tammy did not narrate any positive experiences with her lecturers. She explained that 




said: “For (name of subject) - in the lectures we would get so confused...everything 
was all over the place. The lecturer would talk; ‘blah blah blah…’ and he would skip 
the lecture slides.  We were thrown all over the show.”  In another subject she could 
not understand what the lecturer was saying: “One of our lecturers has an accent 
which makes it difficult for me to understand him.” She had come to the conclusion 
that some of her lecturers were not looking out for her as a student: “I realised that the 
lecturers don’t really give a, excuse me, cr*p, if you hand in the assignment or not.  
They don’t care, they don’t!  There are so many of us, so they don’t care.” 
Abikanile (IR11) struggled with the informal working relationships that students 
seemed to have with their lecturers: “I am still adjusting to the kind of casual 
relationship a lot of students have with lecturers. They call their lecturers by their first 
names. They just run up to them and ask them a question. I am used to always calling 
teachers by their last names, like ‘Mr. So and So’”.  
Kumba (IR12) only mentioned one experience with a lecturer which was negative. 
Although she had submitted an assignment electronically, her lecturer said that she 
had not. She explained: “…I felt frustrated. I had submitted this. Now he was saying 
that he had not received it! I needed my mark. I didn’t want to fail…I thought; ‘Oh my 
goodness!  This lecturer is not responsible, he is not taking care of his things properly’”. 
The matter fortunately got resolved as the lecturer allowed her to resubmit without 
penalty.  
5.4.6.5 Experiences of tests and examinations 
All respondents who made mention of tests and examinations saw these as marked 




Kholwa’s (IR4) experiences of examinations were stressful. In her drawing she 
depicted a face of herself that she had drawn which stemmed from her being nervous 
for her final first-year marks and said: “You have to make sure that your time is used 
wisely so that you can cover everything for your exams…so many things were hard 
for me, I had to put a semester’s worth of work into my head…” Failing a subject by 
1% at the end of her second semester was a cause of great tension for her. She had 
not met all requirements to proceed from the foundation programme into her first year 
of undergraduate study and expressed this as a time that everything went down for 
her: “I wish I had passed that subject because it helped me open my mind and I loved 
it and enjoyed it, but I just didn't pass it…everything was going down.”  
Michael (IR8) narrated how failing his first test put his life in turmoil: “…the downfall of 
failing my first test.” He expressed how nervous he was for his first examinations and 
saw them as rocks or obstacles in his first-year academic path..  
Tammy’s first semester examinations brought stress and turmoil into her life: “…this 
exam stress, it's this panic, chaos, trying to figure out what was going on…everyone's 
stressed…” She narrated her extreme stress whilst studying for her microeconomics 
examination: “…I had to study my bum off for the exams.  I still wasn’t too sure. The 
night before I was on campus until 8 o’clock - and stress, stressing big time for it!”  
For Abikanile (IR11), the rocks in her path and the waterfall in her drawing represented 
her writing her first semester exams, getting over the stress, and getting through the 
exams. In her drawing, her second semester examinations were depicted as obstacles 
in her path: “…these are rocks because the exams were a very hectic period for 
me.…my river got wider because of exam stress for the second semester of exams. I 




5.4.6.6 Experiences of academic support 
Kondwani (IR1), Abikanile (IR11) and Tammy (IR9) experienced trouble in seeking 
academic support during the year as they did not want other students to know that 
they were struggling. Tammy narrated that she had overcome this fear and ultimately 
benefitted from the support made available to her. John (IR10) explained that he had 
only needed to seek support from the disability unit to ensure that his needs were met. 
Kumba (IR12) sought one-on-one support from her lecturers and made use of the 
learning skills advisors and subject librarians.  Kholwa (IR4), Michael (IR8) and 
Abikanile (IR11) only narrated their awareness of the academic support available to 
them but none of them reached out for it.  
Kondwani (IR1) described her difficulty in seeking support for her academic work that 
she was struggling with: “...I was too shy to ask someone, because maybe I would be 
embarrassed…I’ve never really gone for academic consultations with lecturers.  
There’s that certain fear in me. I fear that they wouldn’t approach me in a manner that 
I would hope for them to approach me in and help me in a certain situation.  Maybe in 
class it’s a different story - they would be obliged to help because it’s their job. I fear 
that it wouldn’t be the same if I approached them on a one-on-one basis – maybe they 
wouldn’t give their best, maybe it would be different from the way it is in class.” 
Abikanile (IR11) felt that she needed to grow more in confidence and be more active 
and outspoken in class to share her questions and thoughts: “I need to be more 
confident in asking questions while the lecture is going on. I shouldn’t wait for the 
lecturer afterwards to discuss things or ask questions. I need to bring things up in class 
so that there are different ideas that can be added.” Tammy’s (IR9) words echoed 
those of Kondwani and Abikanile but provided more insight into students’ resisting 




They don’t really want to accept that they are failing.  They don’t want anyone to know 
that they’re failing. I’ve experienced this myself.  I didn’t want anyone to know that I’m 
failing…” 
Although Tammy knew that online and face-to-face academic support was available, 
she had not made use of it initially. However, later in the year she overcame her fears 
of seeking support and benefitted from the support available to her: “…I’m a bit 
technically challenged [laughs], so it’s been a struggle for me…going to try figure out 
stuff out and clicking here clicking there, I just can’t. I get confused.” She admitted that 
she had not physically been into the library in her first few months of studies, “I haven’t 
physically used the library but I’m sure it would be easy.” Her lecturer had arranged 
for the learning skills advisors staff members, who provide academic support, to come 
into one of her lectures and explain how to access the library online: “…that’s how I 
figured out how to get all my information. That helped quite a bit.” After failing an 
assignment Tammy sought academic support from suitably qualified academic staff 
members in microeconomics and statistics. She explained that she had started to 
email lecturers if she had questions and was going to her tutors for academic 
consultations, and that she had started to ask lecturers for help directly after classes 
in the teaching venues, which was helpful. 
John (IR10) had identified and accessed relevant disability support from the campus 
to meet his needs: “I made full use of that, and that’s worked quite well for me. It’s 
probably the reason why I am where I am now.” He was also aware of the on-campus 
psychology unit but had not had the need to make use of their services. He was also 
aware of student services, course planners, and career guidance. He narrated that he 




librarians in the library on multiple occasions. He had met them in person for his own 
academic needs as well the needs of other students in his capacity as a class 
representative.   
Kumba (IR12) had approached a few of her lecturers outside of class times for extra 
one-on-one support. In addition, she had met at least three times with library staff 
(learning skills advisors and subject librarians) for assistance with assignments. She 
found their support valuable in that they kept her on the right path with her 
assignments: “They take their time to explain your work to you. They don’t just give 
you papers or handouts and send you on your way. They take time explaining work to 
you.  They sit down with you. One will show you how to get your research done, or 
whatever the assignment is, and the other will give you tips on how to go about it.” 
Kholwa (IR4), Michael (IR8) and Abikanile (IR11) were aware of the academic support 
available to them but had never sought support of any kind. Kholwa (IR4) was intrigued 
and comforted at the notion of having tutors, free of charge, who would support her in 
her academic studies. Michael (IR8) was impressed by the fact that student 
psychologists were available: “…I think they can give the students much assistance 
and try not to make them feel alone, you know. They need to know that there is 
somebody who can help them cope.”  Abikanile (IR11) was aware of the learning skills 
advisors, the tutors in her faculty. She mentioned that her faculty had a staff member 




 Theme 5 – First-year identities are formed by learning experiences 
beyond the classroom in first year. Their learning experiences were 
characterised by extra-curricular activities and their experiences of 
culture and cultural diversity. 
5.4.7.1 Experiences of extra-curricular activities 
Respondents all made mention of extra-mural activities in their narrations of first-year 
experience. Kondwani (IR1), Tammy (IR9) and John (IR10) did not partake in extra-
mural activities, but they expressed their reasons for non-participation or made 
suggestions to the campus for improvements that were needed in this area. Kholwa 
(IR4), Michael (IR8), Abikanile (IR11) and Kumba (IR12) all participated in extra-mural 
activities based on their interests. While Kholwa, Michael and Kumba’s experiences 
of their extra-mural involvement seemed to enhance their experiences of first year, 
Abikanile struggled to find a healthy balance between her academic and personal life 
as she took on too many extra-mural activities which led to health issues. 
Kondwani (IR1) felt that MSA did not offer sufficient extra-curricular activities which 
would facilitate the interaction and integration of students in their first year of study: 
“… when a new student comes here, it’s hard for them to blend in and become friends 
with others…if we had a wide range of activities…people would learn to know each 
other.  They would get to know each other on a personal level…that’s how friendships 
are created.” She suggested residence activities, such as a movie night or a variety 
show to help students get to know each other. She had not partaken in any extra-
murals herself. 
Tammy (IR9) did not engage in any extra-curricular campus activities in her first year. 
She explained that she put all her extra time available into her academic work. She 




though: “… sometimes you don’t even know it’s happening until you see a poster, or 
somebody says, ‘this happened last night!’  It’s happened quite a few times to us and 
then you see something advertised and you think, ‘when did this actually happen?’ - 
we haven’t seen it. So, I haven’t actually participated in any events.”    
John (IR10) did not join any extra-curricular clubs, societies, or engagement initiatives 
of the campus during his first year of study: “My programme is pretty full as it is, 
already...it’s more important for me to find myself, find my feet, particularly being the 
first one in my generation, to come to a tertiary institution.”  
The extra-curricular activities available at campus were positively experienced by 
Kholwa (IR4) during her first year. She gave numerous examples of cultural, 
academic, and social events that she had been part of, where very high numbers of 
students had participated and enjoyed the occasions. She felt that the institution 
expected her to immerse herself into her studies but allowed her to have a social life 
too. Having no access to the internet at home and a two-hour commute between 
campus and home every day, she struggled to fit in her extra-mural activities, which 
she enjoyed. She needed to balance her time well to complete her academic work on 
campus every day. 
Michael (IR8) had not participated in sport but mentioned that he had been to the gym 
once or twice. He had joined a bible study group on campus which he attended every 
Thursday evening. He explained that he had joined this group: “…to keep in line with 
my faith and make sure I don't lose track…I want to be around those who share the 
same beliefs as me. It’s an additional support structure.  It’s something you can fall 
back on.” In addition, he had joined a community engagement project as a volunteer 




privileged to work as a volunteer: “…it helps me grow and mature as a person which 
ultimately for my studies is better…”  
Abikanile (IR11) was disappointed about the level of involvement by students in extra-
curricular activities. She felt that the campus arranged many extra-curricular activities 
at the beginning of the year, but this seemed to dissipate as the semester progressed. 
During the first few weeks of the semester there were opportunities to sign up for clubs 
and societies and she heard about different activities happening. Despite this, she 
observed little student activity around campus – “I was expecting for there to be more 
of a tighter-knit student culture.” She narrated that the campus: “…is very quiet in terms 
of student life unless it's the beginning of the semester or the end of the semester 
where you suddenly have all these parties springing up.  But I was expecting more 
than just parties. I would think that for sports events the whole student population 
would support.” Despite this, Abikanile threw herself into many extra-mural activities 
such as joining the MSA choir, Model UN, basketball and debating. It was difficult for 
her to find a balance between her academic work and her extra-curricular activities – 
she became exhausted, overwhelmed, and developed ulcers which required that she 
be admitted to hospital for treatment.  
Kumba (IR12) involved herself extra-murally as a volunteer for community 
engagement.  She worked in a vulnerable community over the time of her first year; 
“It was so nice because I got to go out there and interact with children. It feels nice to 
interact and to inspire kids. I wanted them to realise that even though their lives were 




5.4.7.2 Experiences of culture and cultural diversity 
The respondents reacted in different ways in terms of how they perceived, managed, 
and integrated into the different cultures and cultural diversity on campus during their 
first year of study. Kondwani (IR1) and Kholwa (IR4) quietly shared their stereotypical 
perceptions of students of other nationalities with each other. Michael (IR8) and 
Tammy (IR9) did not see students of other nationalities differently and narrated that 
that they saw them as the same as them. For Kumba (IR12), being on such a culturally 
diverse campus was one of the things she loved most about first-year. By contrast, 
Abikanile (IR11) struggled with the cultural norms and prejudice that she experienced. 
It took time for her settle with other students and she had to navigate cultural social 
boundaries carefully. 
As respondents, Kondwani (IR1) and Kumba (IR12), hailing from Zambia and Liberia 
respectively, were naturally curious about each other’s countries. Kondwani explained 
quietly to her that culturally, Zambian males were much louder than Zambian females; 
“I’m sorry but they are…” but that Zimbabwean students were even louder; “I have 
friends from Zimbabwe, but they are louder. And you can easily spot them from 
anywhere…” Kumba commented that she too noticed differences in fellow students by 
the differences in their accents. 
Michael (IR8) had noticed the diversity of nationalities and cultures among students. 
He didn’t see any difference between him and students of other nationalities: “…we 
are all human beings and ultimately the same. All humans are the same on the inside 
so if you just see them as a human being, then the difference isn’t really noticeable.”  
Similarly, Tammy (IR9) embraced the cultural diversity on her new campus and had 




of varying colours, races, and religions.  I don’t see them as different.  It doesn’t affect 
me, it’s a person. They have their issues as do I, they are just people. I have a couple 
of friends that I stick with – they are different races and religions.” 
Kumba (IR12) felt that the cultural diversity on campus were one of the things that 
positively characterised her first-year journey. When she got to MSA she was: “…so 
intrigued that I saw diversity. Wow! This was very different. Most of the other places, 
especially when you are in Pretoria, you notice that in certain schools there's…mostly 
South Africans. There are maybe just two or three foreign students. I'm not South 
African, I'm foreign as well. So, when I got to MSA, I saw diversity, I saw love, I saw 
friendship. So those three things made me feel like, ‘Oh okay, I think I've found a 
home’”.  She remembered the campus ‘Africa Day’ celebration with fondness: “It was 
such fun seeing the diversity, beating the drums, listening to the music, watching the 
different performances of talented students. It felt great to know that there is a day that 
Africans can unite and be as one. It felt good to know that we can all stand in one 
place and see how beautiful our cultures are…I didn’t know Monash had so many 
cultures! It intrigues you to see that our campus is just one school with a big culture.  
You get to meet so many people from different countries.” 
By contrast, Abikanile (IR11) was overwhelmed by the different cultures that she found 
herself immersed in. It took her some time to get used to the different cultural norms 
of other cultures and how they interacted and who they interacted with each other. 
She had noticed: “…there are a lot of splits between groups or from a certain country, 
everybody sticks together. I am not used to that, because my friendship group is very 
diverse. When I came here, and I started to understand the concept of: “…only hang 




parties…I am not like that and I am not used to that. I have noticed a lot of closing of 
the (name of her country) group towards me because I don't necessarily only hang out 
with them. I think they are saying, ‘…why does she not want to be with us? Is she not 
part of our culture?’  It's not about being a part of something, it's just about being 
exposed and being more. I think a lot of the friendships are based on either the 
countries and cultures you came from and growing up - how people grew up and if 
they went to the same high school or lived in the same city.  Often, they will stick 
together, understandably because they are coming from the same place.  It's not really 
based on different personalities or being with friends because they have similar 
personalities, as the initial stage of getting to know a person.  So that is an adjustment.  
And I think socially on a non-cultural level there are a lot of…I don't want to say its 
immaturity…but there are a lot of fights or animosity between girls. A lot of girls get 
possessive or have issues when you talk to someone of the opposite sex. They think 
you are trying to flirt with them. It's just different, I am just not used to it.  I am just trying 
to make new friends; I don't know people.  I am used to being in the same school, 
knowing everybody and people getting to know me when they come in.  So, the 
process of me getting to know others - I don't know the boundaries, the social lines, 
who not to talk to, who to talk to.  That's all an adjustment for me.”  
She acknowledged that she was having difficulty being in a new environment where 
socialisation within various cultural norms had to be navigated carefully. She explained 
that she came from a protected, private culture having lived alone with her father for 
so long: “…growing up in Germany - it's a very individualist culture. I was used to it 
being just my dad and me, that's what we call family, and then everybody else is just 
extended.  I am used to more independence.  My private life is my private life and I’m 




up with…And then moving to (name of country) and being exposed to more of an open 
warm environment there. Everybody talks to everybody. Everyone knows 
everything…it's a culture shock. So, I am getting used to being more open to people 
and not always being cold or closed in my expression and in my interactions with 
people.”  Culturally, she also struggled to adjust to how some cultures did not adhere 
to time and arrived late for meetings and events: “…and also, it may be trivial – time! 
If you say something is happening at 9 o’clock, it's happening at 9 o’clock and I am 
used to being at the place early and then coming to a place where everybody is used 
to being late, an hour late, two hours late. For them it’s not a big deal, that's a very big 
adjustment for me.” 
 Synthesis 
In this chapter the findings of the study were presented in two parts. Firstly, the 
individual narrative portraits of each respondent were presented as Part 1 findings. 
This ensured vertical analysis of each respondent and gave ‘voice’ to how individual 
students experience first year in different ways. Thematic analysis which formed the 
Part 2 findings, allowed a horizontal analysis across all respondents allowing for a rich 
description of the field texts by identifying, analysing, and reporting of themes which 
emerged. The thematic analysis brought respondents’ verbal account extracts from 
their narrative portraits into the findings, which were presented in the form of five 
themes. Their identities as students were influenced by their personal and institutional 
journeys of experience over their first year. 
Their personal journeys were characterised by their interpersonal and intrapersonal 




institutional experiences before commencing study, their experiences of formal 
learning, as well as their learning experiences beyond the classroom. 
Their interpersonal journeys encompassed relationships with friends and their 
families. It also encompassed their faith as well as issues of finances. Their 
intrapersonal journeys encompassed their personal experiences and emotions, their 
personal strengths and personal growth as well as the value of being part of a research 
project such as this one. 
Their institutional journeys before commencing study encompassed their experiences 
between high school and commencing first year. Their experiences of formal learning 
encompassed the differences in academic work between high school and higher 
education, experiences of their orientation week, experiences with lecturers, difficulty 
and complexity of academic work, experiences of tests and examinations, and their 
experiences of academic support. Their learning experiences beyond the classroom 
encompassed experiences of extra-mural activities, and their experiences of culture 
and cultural diversity over their first year. 
In the following final chapter, the findings are discussed in relation to the literature 







CHAPTER 6 – DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS, AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
 Introduction 
My awareness of the challenges that students face in navigating their first-year higher 
education journeys guided my research journey in working with seven respondents in 
this study. I determined from their point of view how they developed and revealed their 
identities as first-year students, both narratively and thematically.  
In Chapter Five I presented seven individual narrative portraits to provide personal 
accounts of how each respondent navigated his or her first-year journey, to reveal their  
identity development over their first year in higher education. Following a narrative 
inquiry approach, resulting in individual narrative portraits, allowed me to conduct a 
vertical analysis of each respondent, facilitating my ability to craft and present 
descriptive, authentic, rich transition narratives for each of them.  
In addition to the vertical analysis, the commonalities between their experiences and 
reports, allowed me to conduct a thematic analysis across the seven respondents 
horizontally. This allowed me to extract the commonalities across their first-year 
experiences which had an influence on how they constructed and revealed their first-
year identities. 
 Summary of main findings and answers to the research questions 
In the discussion of my findings I firstly provide a discussion on the use of narrative in 
this study as a tool for investigating student identity, as well as my respondents’ 
reflections on the value of being part of this research. I then go on to discuss each of 




Five major themes emerged from the analysis of the thematic field text sets: 
- Firstly, first-year student identities are formed by interpersonal experiences in 
their personal journeys. Their interpersonal experiences are characterised by their 
friendships, faith, family, and finances.   
- Secondly, first-year student identities are formed by intrapersonal experiences 
in their personal journeys. Their intrapersonal experiences are characterised by 
their personal experiences, their emotions, and their personal strengths and 
growth.  
- Thirdly, first-year student identities are formed by institutional experiences 
between leaving high school and before commencing study in their institutional 
journeys.  
- Fourthly, first-year identities are formed by experiences of formal learning in their 
institutional journeys. Their experiences of formal learning were characterised by 
the changes that they experienced between school and higher education and their 
academic experiences.  
- Lastly, first-year identities are formed by learning experiences beyond the 
classroom. Their learning experiences were characterised by extra-curricular 
activities and their experiences of culture and cultural diversity. 
The research question of this study was: “What do first-year students’ transition 
narratives reveal about their emerging student identities?”. This research question was 




- What are the first-year experience stories narrated by students in South African 
higher education?  
- What are the common identity themes of first-year students based on their 
narratives of first-year higher education experience? 
The presentation of seven narrative portraits answered my first research sub-question: 
“What are the first year experience stories narrated by students in South African higher 
education?”The presentation of narrative portraits revealed seven unique first-year 
experience stories narrated by students in a South African private higher education 
institution and revealed their identities as first-year students. The narrative portraits 
told respondents’ stories of becoming first-year students from various methodological 
vantage points, confirming the notion that unique, individual experiences are rich 
tapestries of personal experience and constitutive of identity formation. 
The presentation of the findings of the thematic analysis answered my second 
research question: “What are the common identity themes of first-year students based 
on their narratives of first-year higher education experience?”The thematic analysis 
revealed that respondent identities were formed in various ways through their 
interpersonal and intrapersonal experiences over their first year. Coupled with this, 
was the fact that their identities were formed through their institutional experiences 
before commencing study, their academic and personal experiences during first year, 
as well as their formal learning experiences, and learning experiences beyond the 
classroom during their first year of study.  
This final chapter now moves to a discussion of the findings, recommendations, from 
the study as well as the limitations of this study. The research value and originality of 




narrative researcher, I ended with personal reflections on my study journey as a 
doctoral student, as a mirror of my respondents’ first-year journeys. 
 Discussion of findings 
The discussion of findings is divided into two sections. As mentioned, the first section 
employs a discussion on the use of narrative as a tool for investigating student identity 
as well as my respondents’ reflections on the value of being a part of my research 
(6.3.1 and 6.3.2). The second section discusses the five themes that emerged from 
the thematic analysis (6.3.3. – 6.3.7). 
 Discussion on the use of narrative as a tool for investigating student 
identity 
Defining ‘identity’ as ‘narrative’ in this study allowed me to work with the construct that 
the collections of stories that commencing students in higher education tell, reflect and 
represent, reveals their identities and in turn, their student identity development.  A 
narrative investigation using stories to reveal student identities is relevant to 
investigating how students experience their first year in higher education. Due to the 
social turn being made in this study of student identity, it acknowledged the fact that 
identity is socially constructed and constantly created and re-created in storied 
interactions by people and between people. Respondents’ identity development 
resulted from situated interactions during their first year where they picked up 
institutional, intrapersonal, and interpersonal cues for learning their student identities. 
In this study, it was the storied interactions between me and respondents, between 
respondents themselves, and their own reflections of first-year experience, that 
revealed how they developed identities as students. I concur with Sfard and Prusak 




definition for studying  first-year student identities in the South African higher education 
context is realised. First-year students are “active agents who play decisive roles in 
determining the dynamics of social life and in shaping individual activities” (Sfard & 
Prusak, 2005:15). 
The need for research studies grounded in students’ experiences has been 
ascertained by researchers (Boughey & McKenna, 2016; Carolissen and Kiguwa, 
2018; Chinyamurundi, 2016a, 2016b, 2018; Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Ngabaza, 
Shefer & Clowes, 2018; Pather & Chetty, 2016; and Scanlon, Rowling & Weber, 2007). 
In my study the respondents’ stories, grounded in their experiences of first year, 
revealed how they developed their student identities in their first year of higher 
education study. Their myriad, complex paths that they traversed which were captured 
in the various field text sets, allowed me a ‘bird’s- eye-view’ into their experiences. The 
individual accounts of their first-year experiences allowed the revealing of how they 
constructed their student identities. 
Although the seven respondents held multiple identities – they were students, sons or 
daughters, siblings, friends, or members of groups, they developed their student 
identities through the everyday rituals (Sfard & Prusak, 2005) of their new environment 
over their first year in higher education, through personal and institutional experiences. 
In all cases, the respondents’ learning of who they were expected to be as students 
was that they all somehow wanted to play according to ‘the rules of the game’ 
(Boughey, 2013) – they wanted to fit in and comply with what was expected of them. 
A close reading of the seven narrative portraits show many instances of self-correcting 
and attempts to find their way, as they navigated through the ritualised norms of their 




journeys. Congruent with the studies of Mahlangu and Fraser (2017) and McGhie 
(2017), the personal resilience, personal strengths, and efforts of the respondents, 
and their ability to adapt to the expectations of their new institution, were vital tools 
that they used to adapt to and succeed in their first-year studies.  
Although it must be acknowledged that identities of people are self-evolving and fluid, 
the narrative portraits provided a snapshot, in that the stories were accepted for what 
they were at the time, and used as a lens for investigation into their identity 
development at the time of the study. A narrative study allowed the respondents the 
opportunity to tell the stories that they chose to tell. For example, John (IR10) had 
narrated that respondents did not share too much about family dynamics because they 
perhaps didn’t feel comfortable sharing intricate details of family life with others. 
However, what was true or fabricated by respondents was not as important as it was 
to tell respondents’ stories as they saw them.  What I observed throughout the 
collection of my field texts, was that students were quite authentic and what they 
narrated rang true.  
The methods that I employed for text set collection developed trusting reciprocal 
relationships between me and respondents. They felt that they had a contribution to 
make, and appreciated the fact that they were given ‘voices of authority’ and freedom 
to share what they were comfortable with regarding their first-year experiences 
(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). In addition, I enjoyed the freedom of the narrative 
methodology, which allowed me to keep the stories of respondents intact and 
authentic rather than reducing their stories into code-able categories and mining into 
their words for insights into what they said. I did not deconstruct or decontextualise 




keep their individual voices intact. I noted my assumptions, my understandings, and 
role at the institution, and bracketed myself to allow immersement into the first-year 
worlds told by my respondents. 
Using narrative methods of field text set collection and as an analytic tool, revealed a 
community of practice among the respondents. As an example, they indicated the 
value of coming together to narrate their first-year experiences. They realised that they 
were not alone. This comes across strongly in the summation of respondents’ 
reflections below. 
 Respondent reflections on the value of being part of this research  
Just as I had reflected on the use of narrative as a tool for investigating student identity, 
it was important to hear respondents’ voiced reflections on the use and value of 
narrative as a means to tell and represent their first-year stories. I gave respondents 
the opportunity to share what they had learned in the process of working with me 
during my study. What follows are their summarised thoughts, which illustrate the 
perceived value for them of being part of my research, and show their transformations 
as individuals over their first year. 
Kondwani (IR1) 
Being a respondent in this research project gave Kondwani an opportunity to reflect 
on her first year personally, and in relation to other students. She realised that there 
were commonalities and differences in the respondents’ experiences of first year. She 
was comfortable expressing her first-year journey and felt that listening to the other 
respondents’ stories of first year was a good thing for her. She reflected that her 




been through many changes as an individual. Sharing her story with others through 
the drawing,  was a positive experience, because it helped her to open up to others 
and share the experiences that she had during her first year. Hearing the other 
respondents’ stories through their drawings was positive for her, as it made her realise 
that they had all gone through similar experiences and therefore they were not alone. 
Despite the different encounters that they faced, they all grew, stayed positive, and 
continued pushing themselves through. She felt that they all prioritised academic work, 
yet still maintained their social lives. Being a part of this research had provided her 
with a tool to continually discover and reflect who she was – she had gained a deeper 
awareness of her growing and learning through the research journey with me and 
fellow respondents. 
Kholwa (IR4) 
For Kholwa, sharing her stories of her first-year experience had allowed her the 
opportunity of introspection and personal reflection. The value of being part of my 
research was profound for Kholwa as she reflected, by comparison with others, that 
she did not have a hard time adjusting into university. She had learned that all new 
students go through challenges. Her institution of learning was a place where they 
would gain knowledge, but more importantly, a place where they would gain better 
problem-solving skills and life skills. She and the other respondents had all faced a 
point where the things they learnt from their studies had challenged their beliefs, 
values, and principles. Her time at university could be compared to a river – they were 
not in higher education to settle there. Rather, it was a place to upgrade their level of 
understanding, their emotional intelligence, and then progress and move on in life as 




they believed in, most of them were Christian and believed in God. Sharing the story 
of her year was like creating a book – it was peaceful, and she felt like a story-maker.  
Michael (IR8) 
For Michael, being part of the research project with me re-emphasised for him the 
differences between respondents and how they all experience things differently and 
go through different hardships. It allowed him the chance to reflect on the happenings 
of the past year and see where his ‘ups and downs’ had taken place. It allowed him 
the opportunity to reflect about positive experiences that he wanted to replicate and 
negative things that he would not want to repeat.  
Tammy (IR9) 
By participating in the research project with me, Tammy had developed an awareness 
that her strengths, and the strengths of others, were catalysts for getting them through 
their first year. She realised how much she had changed since she completed her first 
narrative interview with me.  Although she noted that most of the respondents had 
issues with friends and lecturers, they had all got through because of their personal 
drives to do well. She was certain that there were very few students in higher education 
who could say that that their first year of study was easy, as she found her first year 
journey difficult. She had found value in drawing her first-year journey – she described 
it as fun, relaxing and a de-stressor.  
John (IR10) 
The coming together and sharing of first-year experiences was a valuable learning 
experience for John. He had enjoyed the interaction, but not necessarily the action of 




and think where he had come from since the beginning of his first year. He had noticed 
that all respondents were driven by different motivations in their first-year pursuits.  All 
students had experienced hardships, but for him it was comforting to know that he was 
not alone in experiencing turbulence in his first year. Sharing his story, made him 
realise that he had made remarkable progress both personally and professionally. It 
helped him to explore issues that he would have otherwise suppressed or downplayed. 
He was extremely surprised at how those who appeared to suffer most, turned out to 
be the most out-going. Listening to the various stories helped him see clearly that a 
'go-getter' can emerge out of nowhere and from any background.  
Abikanile (IR11) 
Reflecting on participating in my study, Abikanile explained that it was good for her to 
hear others’ stories. She had heard respondents’ stories of friends, hardships, and 
personal circumstances. The institution had become a platform for her and other 
respondents to find out more about themselves and their goals. She was comforted 
by the fact that other respondents had gone through, or were going through similar 
struggles to her. Telling and showing her story had allowed her to actively reflect and 
summarise her experience of first year onto one page. Looking at it afterwards, helped 
her put into context where she was presently. Hearing other people's stories “opened 
her eyes” and reminded her that everyone has a story - everyone has a life beyond 
the campus limits, which impacts them in various ways. Too often, when she saw other 
students in lectures or pass her by, she saw them as just that: students, but not really 
as human beings. She had never taken a moment to stop and really see people, which 
is something that being part of my research project had allowed her to do. She had 




her feel like a child again, pouring herself out on paper and allowing her to express 
herself as she wanted to. 
Kumba (IR12) 
Through participating in my study, Kumba (IR12) had realised the value of sharing 
stories with peers. She had not been aware that other students may have been going 
through similar experiences to her. She thought that students did not speak out about 
their experiences, but they needed to. She had gained deeper insights into others and 
herself. All the respondents experienced different challenges, but they got through 
them with determination. She had learned that the transition to higher education is not 
an easy process.  She described her participation in my research as great experience, 
because she gained knowledge about self-growth and self-determination. She 
enjoyed expressing herself in the drawing. It reminded herself of her primary school 
days in her art class (her happy hour) where she could express herself freely. 
The discussion of each of the five themes follows: 
 Theme 1 – First-year student identities are formed by interpersonal 
experiences in their personal journeys of first year. Their interpersonal 
experiences are characterised by their friendships, faith, family, and 
finances and contributed to their student identity development.   
Friendships 
A recurring sub-theme theme across all respondents was that friendships contributed 
to the formation of their first-year identities. Aspects of friendships affecting their 
interpersonal first-year journeys included:  struggling to make friends, experiencing 




peer pressure. Some expressed the need for the institution to facilitate processes that 
would help them to make new friends. 
Being international students, Kondwani (IR1) and Abikanile (IR11) both struggled to 
find friendships as they settled into their alienating environment. This links to the 
research of Chinyamurundi (2018) who found that international students often 
experience a sense of alienation in new higher education environments. Tammy (IR9) 
felt that her female peers were snobbish towards her. Michael (IR8) was guarded in 
making friends due to having been bullied at school.  
Most respondents experienced difficulties with friends. Kondwani (IR1) iterated that 
things with friends hadn’t always gone the way she had hoped they would go with 
friends. Kholwa (IR4) lost ‘backstabbing’ friends along the way and Michael (IR8) used 
the words ‘crocs’ and ‘rocks’ as metaphors to describe the dangerous waters of 
navigating his friendships during the year.  
Peer pressure had a bearing on respondents’ identity development. Kholwa’s (IR4) 
friend told her that she was always working. Added to this, she felt pressure in that 
she did not fit in with other students due to the fact that she never dressed up for class 
and left her hair natural. Abikanile (IR11) was taken aback at the behaviour of some 
students – they went to parties and came home drunk. Kumba (IR12) succumbed to 
peer pressure at a stage but learned the error of her ways and re-focused on her 
studies. Kumba’s experiences with peer pressure are aligned to the research findings 
of a study by McGhie (2017), in that some students give in to peer pressure.  
After their first few months in higher education, most respondents indicated that they 
had formed positive friendships. For example, Kholwa (IR4) found a friend who did not 




Tammy (IR9) referred to forming a few friendships and made reference to her 
boyfriend who motivated her in her studies. Kumba (IR12) settled quickly into her 
transition, and stated that from the beginning the people at MSA seemed like extended 
family members. In making her institution a “true home” elicited a sense of identity 
building for Kumba  (Council on Higher Education, 2004a:274; 2013). 
Although most respondents felt at a loss in their initial weeks and months in higher 
education, their interaction with friends was crucial to their identity development as 
students. They all gained confidence and independence through friendship networks 
as they learned what was expected of them through others. Making friends, staying 
friends with others, and managing relationships with friends,  built a sense of self in 
their new learning environment. Friends were either enablers, disablers, or distractions 
in their student identity formation. Importantly, all respondents had employed social 
capital (Yosso, 2005) as they all reached out to the networks of people around them 
that they could draw on, so that they were not alone in the process of chartering ‘new 
waters’ in their first year. 
Faith 
Regarding their faith, Kondwani (IR1), Kholwa (IR4) and Michael (IR8) collectively 
drew personal strength from their belief in God who acted as a support and guide for 
them throughout their first year. Drawing such strength from their faith, implied that 
they possessed  navigational capital (Yosso, 2005) in that they employed inner 
resources, learned earlier in life through their families to navigate their way in their 
new environment. John (IR10) explained that he was agnostic by belief and drew the 
support he needed from his family. Abikanile (IR11) explained that her religion or faith 




Although only three respondents made direct reference to their strong religious faith, 
it was clear that they harnessed their beliefs as a means to navigate their first year, 
thus contributing to their student identity development.  
Family 
Key features of family influences impacting on their identity development once they 
started studying in first year included: homesickness, their responsibilities towards 
their families, relationships and tensions within their relationships with their families, 
and taking the lessons that they had learned from families into their first-year studies.  
Homesickness had an influence on respondents’ identity development. Congruent 
with Chiyamurundi (2018), students may suffer from a “sense of elsewhere” in that 
they miss their familiar home environments. Kumba (IR12), Michael (IR8) and 
Abikanile (IR11) all experienced various levels of homesickness in their early days of 
their first year.  
Congruent with Bharuthram’s (2018) study, in that students are often afraid of letting 
their families down, Kondwani (IR1) and John (IR10) felt the same. Kondwani (IR1) 
referred to the responsibility she felt towards her family in making sacrifices in order 
for her to study. She and John (IR10) both alluded to the fact that they were both first-
in-family to study, which put pressure on them to do well and make their parents proud.  
Kumba’s (IR12) family and Abikanile’s (IR11) father encouraged and motivated them 
to work hard in higher education. Not all familial interactions were positive however; 
tensions with family featured for Tammy (IR9) and John (IR10). Tammy (IR9) 
constantly referred to her tumultuous relationship with her mother, and John explained 
the tensions that arose in home as his family adjusted to the amount of time he put 




Respondents took the lessons that they had learned from their families into their first-
year studies. Kondwani (IR1) remembered her father telling her that she needed to 
focus on her studies. Abikanile (IR11) remembered her father’s lessons to her – to 
focus on getting the small things done to make more time for other things. Kumba 
(IR12) drew valuable academic lessons from her mother, who had graduated top of 
her class.   
Respondents’ families were central to their identity development and contributed to 
their development of student identities. What was key to respondent narratives was 
that each of them possessed a strong sense of family in their lives. The familial capital 
(Yosso, 2005) that respondents possessed, gave them an intuitive reduction in 
feelings  of isolation as they could all turn to their families for support. In addition, their 
families acted as a moral compass for them, hilighting the importance of an education 
and of coping alone. 
Finances 
For most of the respondents, transitioning to managing their own finances for day-to-
day living was a new experience for them, and had a bearing on their first-year student 
identity formation. It took some time for Michael (IR8), Abikanile (IR11) and Kumba 
(IR12) to get used to managing their new day-to-day finances. Kholwa (IR4) 
experienced issues which stemmed from financial constraints in the family, along with 
Kondwani (IR1) whose parents found it hard to pay for her food on top of residence 
fees. These issues are common in existing literature, in that financial constraints may 
influence commencing students’ sense of belonging and success (Bozalek, Garraway 




The respondents were from middle to upper-income families and not from poverty 
stricken homes, and were therefore a select group. However, Kholwa (IR4) and 
Kondwani (IR1) may have experienced, to an extent, excacerbated transfer shock 
(Rhine et al., 2000) in their first year due to some financial constraints of their families. 
However, none of the respondents were in fear of not being able to complete their first 
year due to financial reasons (Cole, 2017). Whether or not constrained by finances, 
most respondents had to contend with the new responsibility of managing money, 
which ultimately contributed positively to the development of their student identities. 
 Theme 2 – First-year student identities are formed by intrapersonal 
experiences in their personal journeys during their first year. Their 
intrapersonal experiences are characterised by their personal 
experiences and emotions and their personal strengths and growth and 
contributed to their student identity development . 
Personal experiences and emotions 
Different intrapersonal experiences triggered numerous emotional states in the 
respondents at varying times over their first year and contributed to their identity 
formation. By far the most common emotion felt by respondents was stress. The 
causes of stress for the respondents included: academic life and examinations, stress 
management and health issues, family issues, friends, and a variety of strong 
emotions at the commencement of first-year studies.  
Stresses caused by academic life contributed to the identity development of 
respondents. Kondwani (IR1) felt fearful of her lecturers and too embarrassed to seek 
academic support. Kholwa (IR4) experienced frustration at not being able to pursue 
her chosen field of study, and lost interest in her programme of study. She also worried 




Michael (IR8) and Tammy (IR9), she found tests and examinations extremely stressful. 
Tammy (IR9) experienced stress in that she did not know anyone when she arrived to 
study, she panicked about understanding various subjects in her course, and found 
the thickness of her textbooks a frightening thing to contend with. Although John (IR10) 
settled well into his new environment, he suffered an identity crisis mid-way through 
his year as he was suddenly uncertain how and where he fitted into the world. 
Health issues caused by stress, influenced the identity development of Tammy (IR9)  
and Abikanile (IR11). Tammy failed an examination due to health reasons and 
Abikanile was hospitalised for stress due to her heavy focus on her academic work 
and extra-mural involvement. 
Stress caused by family had an influence on John’s (IR10) and Tammy’s (IR9) identity 
development. For Tammy, negative family relationships and her parents’ high 
academic expectations of her, deepened the divide between her and her parents. For 
John, negotiating the long hours he had to spend on his studies each day caused 
tensions with his family. 
The emotions experienced by respondents as they commenced their studies, set the 
tone for their year ahead and influenced their identity development. Most respondents 
felt excited yet nervous with what was to come. John (IR10) saw the new beginning 
as daunting, while Tammy (IR9) arrived feeling sad that she could not pursue her 
dream of becoming a chef. Michael (IR8) arrived steadfast in his endeavor to put his 
unhappy school memories to rest – he was pleased to have the opportunity of a new 
beginning. 
Despite the fact that different stressors played different roles in respondents’ identity 




brought with them into higher education – familial capital, social capital, navigational 
capital, and aspirational capital (Yosso, 2005). This is discussed in more detail in the 
next sub-section. The various emotions that respondents experienced due to different 
stressors is not new to local literature. Emotion is at the core of ‘being’ for many 
students (Bharuthram, 2018). In studying first-year students at the affective level, she 
too, collected accounts of first-year students who experienced emotions such as 
stress.  
Personal strengths 
Each respondent made use of personal strengths which were critical resources in their 
identity development toolkits. In challenging the deficit discourse often ascribed to first-
year students (see Leibowitz, 1995, 2009; Marshall & Case, 2010; Sacks, 2002; and 
Smit, 2012),  I sought to understand the personal strengths that my respondents had 
brought with them into higher education. In Chapter Two, I discussed the work of 
Yosso (2005), who used the term ‘community cultural wealth’ to unpack six forms of 
capital that are often discrete and hidden in teaching and learning approaches. As a 
reminder, these forms of cultural capital are: aspirational capital, linguistic capital, 
familial capital, social capital, navigational capital, and resistant capital.  
The respondents possessed almost all of these forms of capital. All respondents 
possessed aspirational capital. They showed resilience throughout their first year to 
succeed, despite the challenges and setbacks they faced. Some respondents, such 
as Kumba (IR12) and Kholwa (IR4), enjoyed the full support of their parents to make 
positive changes in their lives by becoming better educated.  Kumba (IR12) narrated 
that her mother had taught her the value of having a good education and that 




been raised in a storytelling tradition, they responded extremely well in their drawings 
of their first-year experience, as those with linguistic capital have the ability to 
communicate through visual art and communicate well verbally. This was apparent in 
the rich, deep stories that respondents narrated of their first-year experiences. Most 
of the students possessed familial capital in that their families gave them strength 
when separated from them.  Being first-in-family to study in higher education, John 
(IR10) and Kondwani (IR1) may have possessed less capital than others, for example, 
Kumba (IR12), whose mother had studied and graduated top of her class. Kumba was 
able to draw on this strength from her mother as she navigated her first year. The 
family that they came from had ingrained a moral compass which guided them through 
their first year. Abikanile (IR11) relived her fathers advice often, and missed him 
terribly, and Kumba (IR12) remembered her family’s values when she veered off her 
path because of peer pressure. She recovered quickly and found her way again.  
Kholwa (IR4), Michael (IR8) and Kumba (IR12) all possessed a strong religious faith 
that guided them through their year. John (IR10) and Tammy (IR9) relied on the social 
capital that they possessed to navigate the challenges of first year. Their outging 
personalities allowed them to lean on or navigate their ways through others. Most 
significantly, they all made use of their navigational capital or inner resources to 
persist. Kholwa (IR4) indicated that she was able to rise above challenges and never 
gave up. Michael (IR8) narrated that he had the strength to stay focused, and see 
tasks through to their completion. Tammy described herself as someone who was 





Respondents’ personal growth had a direct impact on their positive student identity 
development. Kondwani (IR1) stated that being in higher education had helped her to 
grow physically, emotionally, and intellectually. She had become more controlled and 
disciplined over her first year. Michael (IR8) had grown personally, in that he had 
learned the value of friends and family. In addition, he had recovered emotionally from 
being bullied at school and had forged meaningful new friendships. He felt that being 
in higher education allowed him to see the world from a more adult perspective – he 
was more aware of the financial responsibilities that adults have, and was more 
interested in local and international news than he had been before. John’s (IR10) 
personal growth was evident in overcoming his identity crisis, where he questioned his 
place in the world. Coming out of his identity crisis, he found his love for academia. 
For Abikanile (IR11), settling into the social norms with other students signalled growth 
for her. She navigated difficult social boundaries with regard to friendships as an 
international student. Never compromising her morals or values, she became more 
open to people, as she was by nature a very private person. 
The personal growth experienced by respondents alluded to the fact that they took 
their studies seriously, and generally reaped sound academic results. They had grown 
personally to a point where they could articulate this growth. McGhie (2017) drew a 
similar parallel in a study with first-year students who excelled in their studies and were 
able to articulate what had contributed to their successes. The personal growth of the 




 Theme 3 – First-year student identities are formed by institutional 
experiences between leaving high school and before commencing study 
in their institutional journeys and contributed to their student identity 
development. 
 The institutional experiences of each respondent as they navigated their way from 
high school to ultimately enrolling at MSA, had lasting impressions for them into their 
first year of study and contributed to the formation of their identities. ‘First point-of-
contact’ staff had a significant effect on Kholwa (IR4). In enquiring to study at another 
institution, she was criticised by admissions staff members for bringing her parents 
with her. At another institution, when enquiring on her own, she was completely 
ignored. However, her decision to study at MSA was made when admissions staff 
members were friendly, warm, and welcoming. What happened to Kholwa (IR4) aligns 
with the work of Van Breda (2017) who contends that practitioners in higher education 
institutions often do not adequately understand that the lives of students are more 
complex than the small part they, as staff members, play in their interaction with the 
daily lives of these students.  
For Kumba (IR12), applying to study at three different institutions came to nothing. In 
one case, the entrance examination date clashed with one of the dates of her final 
Year 12 examinations. In another case, she met the requirements, but was never sent 
a conditional offer for study, and in another case, she was informed late that the 
institution had decided that the programme  be discontinued at short notice. Kumba 
(IR12) and Abikanile (IR11) relied on ‘word-of-mouth’ positive evaluations of MSA by 
others, which influenced their decision to study at MSA. For Tammy (IR9), 
communication from MSA about her semester start date was unclear and impacted 




Although the respondents experienced prospective institutions, and ultimately, their 
coming to a new institution in different ways, the period between leaving school and 
finding MSA as an institution to study at, impacted on their student identity 
development in different ways. Too often, students are cast in a negative light by 
institutions or their staff members, which confounds the process of a smooth transition 
into higher education study.  For Tammy (IR9), Kholwa (IR4) and Kumba (IR12), their 
period between leaving school was tumultuous and challenging, and this affected their 
sense of belonging (Yao, 2016). 
 Theme 4 – First-year identities are formed by experiences of formal 
learning in their institutional journeys of first year. Their experiences of 
formal learning were characterised by the changes that they experienced 
between school and higher education as well as their academic 
experiences and contributed to their student identity development . 
Changes between school and higher education 
Respondents narrated the changes in formal learning that they felt between high 
school and studying in higher education, which impacted on how they formed their 
identities. In addition, their academic experiences had an impact on their student 
identity development. 
Respondents had both positive and negative experiences regarding their experiences 
of changes between high school and higher education, which had an impact on their 
student identity development. Kondwani (IR1) and Kholwa (IR4) both preferred their 
newly found academic freedom at university, and found this exhilarating compared to 
the regimented ways of high school. They expressed that they enjoyed not having 
lecturers impose on them so much, and not having lecturers tell them what to do and 




to do things for themselves. Taking responsibility for themselves, Kondwani (IR1) and 
Kholwa (IR4) navigated their newly found independence positively, which contributed 
to their positive student identity development. Each having left home for the first time, 
it was a natural rite of passage for them into their growing independence and adulthood 
(Prevett & Williams, 2017). 
Kumba (IR12) remembered that when she was at school she just accepted knowledge 
as it was given to her. However, in higher education she had come to view learning in 
a different light – what she was learning in sociology, was how individuals influence 
society and how society influenced individuals too – implying that she saw learning as 
an interrelated set of systems. 
On the other hand, respondents also narrated that some differences between high 
school and higher education were more difficult to navigate. Tammy (IR9) narrated 
that everything was so different and that the change from high school was a big step 
for her. Kholwa (IR4) explained that the ways of writing were very different. Kumba 
noted that she had needed to navigate different channels of seeking assistance 
compared to school. For example,  if she had a problem at school, all she needed to 
do was go down to the school office and report the problem. In higher education, 
however, she had to learn that there were different avenues of support located in 
different places, such as counsellors, student services, or academic support.  This 
concurs with literature by Scanlon, Rowling and Weber (2007), that students new to 
higher education often only have ‘knowledge about’ rather than ‘knowledge of’ their 
new learning environment. Their previous learning environments had not prepared 




only came in with naïve knowledge about what it meant to learn and be a student in 
higher education (Scanlon, Rowling & Weber, 2007; Boughey, 2013). 
The academic experiences of students had a profound effect on the way they 
experienced their first year of studies, and in turn affected their student identity 
development. In this study, the academic experiences of respondents encompassed 
experiences of their orientation week, the difficulty and complexity of their academic 
work, experiences with lecturers, experiences of tests and examinations, and 
experiences of academic support.  
Experiences of orientation week 
For those respondents who attended the orientation week, it marked a time of making 
connections with others and gaining experience which they needed to gain in order to 
navigate their transition into higher education better (Smith, 2019). It was a time to 
build peer networks, work in teams, and adjust to the social climate on campus 
(Trautwein & Bosse, 2017) which would assist in the foundational building of their 
student identities. 
Kondwani (IR1), Kholwa (IR4), and Tammy (IR9) did not attend the orientation week. 
Kondwani had arrived at MSA but had to return to Zambia to sort out her study visa. 
Kholwa and her family experienced some financial difficulty, so her enrolment was 
delayed. In Tammy’s case, unclear communication from the institution resulted her 
misunderstanding the start date of her semester. Michael (IR8) found value in 
attending the orientation week. It provided him with valuable information and gave him 
most of the tools he needed to succeed in the semester ahead, even though he 
experienced ‘information overload’ in the library sessions. John (IR10) felt that the 




students for students – this made communication better and easier for him. Abikanile 
(IR11) described her orientation week as fun, but like Michael, she felt that the week 
required too much information to take in at once. Kumba (IR12) experienced the 
orientation week positively, and appreciated the one-on-one time with her new 
lecturers, who spelled out their expectations.  
The experiences of orientation week for those who attended it, were mostly positive. 
It was clear that they were negotiating their new physical spaces, verbal uncertainty, 
new behavioural codes, and strange established norms and values (CHE, 2010:56). 
Although those who missed the orientation week for various reasons did not feel that 
they were inadequately prepared for the weeks that were to follow, their narrations 
showed that they still faced uncertainties, and new required behaviours into the weeks 
ahead. 
Difficulty and complexity of academic work 
The respondents experienced the adjustment to the difficulty and complexity of 
academic work in different ways. Tammy (IR9) and Kondwani (IR1) found the level of 
mathematics that was required in their subjects difficult. This  aligned with research by 
Smith (2019) that students in transition experience difficult courses and must navigate 
these academic challenges to enjoy successes. John (IR10) and Michael (IR8) were 
studying towards different qualifications, but each of them felt that they were studying 
the most difficult degrees that one could encounter. Having problems with his eyesight, 
John (IR10) struggled to manage the volume of his required academic reading.  
While Abikanile (IR11) struggled with adjusting to the conventions of the required 
academic language in higher education, Kumba struggled with the technical 




here, as they explain that  universities often do not adequately take the level of 
academic literacy of the student into account (Boughey & McKenna, 2016:1). They 
further explain that university-level reading, writing, and critical-reading all require 
identity shifts by students, which need to be carefully facilitated at the level of teaching 
and learning. It was clear from Abikanile’s (IR11) and Kumba’s (IR12) narrations about 
their academic challenges, that their required new academic practices were difficult to 
learn, and impacted negatively on their student identity development. They needed to 
adjust to a new, scholarly way of thinking, and develop adequate academic skills in 
order to succeed (Trautwein & Bosse, 2017).  
Experiences with lecturers 
Experiences with lecturers had either a positive or negative effect on their first-year 
studies. Kholwa (IR4) and John (IR10) initially enjoyed only positive working relations 
with lecturers, but by the end of their first year, they noted some negative aspects of 
their lecturers. Michael (IR8) briefly mentioned his positive impressions of his lecturers. 
Kondwani (IR1), Tammy (IR9), Abikanile (IR11), and Kumba (IR12) only narrated 
negative experiences regarding their relations with lecturers.    
Positive interactions with lecturers were expressed by John (IR10), Kholwa (IR4), and 
Michael (IR8).  
John had a lecturer take an interest in him and who guided him through his identity 
crisis. John’s identity crisis stemmed from his questions about who he was in the world, 
and how he fitted in. Barnett (2007) explains there are uncertainties for students as to 
what it means to be a student, as well as to be a student functioning in the wider world.  
He elaborates by explaining that the ‘being’ of a student is put in question. It was not 




transition into higher education implies much change in one’s personal life. However, 
had it not been for a caring lecturer, John (IR10) may not have come out so positively 
after resolving the crisis, if he had tried to do it on his own.  
Kholwa (IR4) felt at the outset of her studies, that her lecturers were understanding 
and prepared to help. Michael (IR8) noted that his lecturers would discretely identify 
students who were struggling and help them. 
Conversely, negative interactions with lecturers were experienced by Kondwani (IR1), 
Tammy (IR9), Abikanile (IR11), and Kumba (IR12).  
Kondwani (IR1) felt that her lecturers were ‘spoon-feeding’ the class and not 
challenging them enough – everything was done for them and they were not required 
to think for themselves. For Kondwani (IR1), navigating her coursework and 
experiencing it as too easy was not a new experience, as many students new to higher 
education experience coursework as being too difficult or too easy (Cole, 2017).  
Tammy (IR9) narrated that some of her lecturers just confused them, as they did not 
teach in a logical, coherent way. She struggled to understand one of her lecturer’s 
accent, which inhibited her understandings of the subject. On the whole, she felt that 
her lecturers did not care for students at all. Abikanile (IR11) struggled with the informal 
manner that other students employed to communicate with her lecturers. They 
addressed lecturers by their first names which she could not get used to. Kumba (IR12) 
explained a story of a lecturer who told her that he had not received her assignment 
although she had submitted it. In the end, she was allowed to resubmit her assignment 
without losing any marks.  




According to Trautwein and Bosse (2017), a critical institutional requirement for 
students during their first year, includes coping with conditions of assessment. All 
respondents experienced tests and examinations in a negative light which impacted 
their student identity development negatively. This did not make them poorer students, 
but it affected their identities in an adverse way, as they did not cope well with stressful 
activities such as writing tests and examinations or dealing with the failure of tests or 
examinations (Trautwein & Bosse, 2017) at the time. For them, examinations and tests 
were a time of extreme stress. However, studying the field texts of each respondent 
holistically, did show that each of them ‘bounced back’ from the negative experiences 
of tests and examinations - they harnessed personal strengths to persist and 
eventually succeed.  
Tammy (IR9) described her examinations as a time of stress, panic, chaos, and 
working late into the nights before examinations to cram everything in.  
Kholwa (IR4) narrated her devastation of failing one subject by 1% at the end of her 
foundation programme year. This cost her dearly in terms of finances and time to 
complete the outstanding unit. Michael (IR8) described failing a test as a time of great 
turmoil for him. For Abikanile (IR11), walking the tightrope of writing examinations and 
finishing off her extra-mural commitments proved too much, and she was hospitalised 
and treated for stomach ulcers caused by extreme stress. 
Experiences of academic support 
Kondwani (IR1), Abikanile (IR11), and Tammy (IR9) experienced trouble in seeking 
academic support during the year, as they did not want other students to know that 
they were struggling. Their experiences were congruent with research by Mann 




into certain academic culture and practices. Mann (2005) explained  that students 
often break down the learning process as they have a perception of what it means to 
be a ‘good’ student – independent and clever – and fear that engaging actively by 
asking questions may elicit some sort of academic disapproval. 
Tammy (IR9) narrated that she had overcome this fear, and ultimately benefitted from 
the support made available to her. John (IR10) explained that he had only needed to 
seek support from the disability unit to ensure that his needs were met. His actions 
aligned with the call by Chinyamurundi (2018) for students to make use of relevant 
campus services. Kumba (IR12) sought one-on-one support from her lecturers and 
made use of the learning skills advisors and subject librarians.  Seeking out academic 
support contributed positively to the student identity development of Tammy (IR9), 
John (IR10), and Kumba (IR12). Mahlangu and Fraser (2017) investigated the 
academic experiences of fourteen top academic students who were maintaining 
excellence in first-year university programmes.  Their findings revealed that successful 
first-year students accessed and used common university programmes and services 
that were made available to support them 
Kholwa (IR4), Michael (IR8), and Abikanile (IR11) only narrated their awareness of the 
academic support available to them, but none of them reached out for it. This did not 
lead to failure or negative outcomes for these respondents, as they harnessed other 





 Theme 5 – First-year identities are formed by learning experiences 
beyond the classroom in first year. Their learning experiences were 
characterised by extra-curricular activities and their experiences of 
culture and cultural diversity and contributed to their student identity 
development . 
A factor which has a bearing on the failure or success of students transitioning to 
higher education includes the level to which the student engages in campus activities 
(Ivins, Copenhaver & Koclanes, 2017). This factor also requires that at a personal 
level, first-year students use their personal strengths to ensure that they build strong 
connections with all aspects of university life. 
Respondents all made mention of extra-mural activities in their narrations of first-year 
experience. Those respondents who actively participated in campus activities had the 
result that their student identities became more fully developed. Kondwani (IR1), 
Tammy (IR9), and John (IR10) did not partake in extra-mural activities, but they 
expressed their reasons for non-participation, or made suggestions to the campus for 
improvements that were needed in this area.  
Kholwa (IR4), Michael (IR8), Abikanile (IR11), and Kumba (IR12) all participated in 
extra-mural activities based on their interests. While Kholwa’s, Michael’s, and Kumba’s 
experiences of their extra-mural involvement seemed to enhance their experiences of 
first year, Abikanile struggled to find a healthy balance between her academic and 
personal life, as she took on too many extra-mural activities which led to health issues. 
The respondents’ identities were also formed by how they perceived, managed, and 
integrated into the different cultures and cultural diversity on campus during their first 
year of study. Kondwani (IR1) and Kholwa (IR4) quietly shared their stereotyped 




Tammy (IR9) did not see students of other nationalities differently, and narrated that 
that they saw them as the same as them. For Kumba (IR12), being on such a culturally 
diverse campus was one of the things she loved most about first year. By contrast, 
Abikanile (IR11) struggled with the cultural norms and prejudice that she experienced. 
It took time for her settle with other students and had to navigate cultural social 
boundaries carefully. Positive and negative personal experiences within and outside 
the classroom played a very important role in determining their overall academic and 
personal success levels (Cole, 2017; Skipper, 2005; Yao, 2016). 
This section covered my reflections on the use of narrative as a tool for investigating 
student identity, as well as respondents’ reflections on the value of being a part of this 
research. It also discussed the five themes which emerged from the thematic analysis.  
The next, and final sections of this chapter, include recommendations emanating from 
the research, research limitations, the research value and originality of the research, 
and implications and directions for further research.  The chapter ends with a personal 
reflection of my doctoral journey as a mirror of my respondents’ first-year journeys. 
 Recommendations 
This study was a qualitative one, and so the reader is asked to understand that the 
recommendations are tentative, and based on a small number of respondents. The 
following recommendations are made through the findings of this study: 
- Student-facing staff in marketing, admissions and enrolment are often the first point 
of contact with prospective students. There is a need for these staff members to 
interact positively with students at all times with clear, ongoing communication to 




- The research process and findings indicate the need for higher education 
institutions to view the first-year experience of students holistically, to facilitate the 
positive identity development of students.  Trusted representatives responsible in 
any way for first-year students have an impact on the types of identities developed 
by students. Their approach and interactions with first-year students should 
facilitate the sense that the institution is welcoming, supportive, and caring.  The 
need for higher education institutions to intentionally create and foster a sense of 
belonging for all students is of paramount importance (Gyamera, 2018:155).   
- This research shows that first-year students have a need for ‘community’ with 
peers. It is recommended that regular times are scheduled during first-year 
experience programmes for students to come together to discuss their experiences 
and learn from others. These opportunities should allow students to share their 
experiences, reflect often with others, and learn from peers over the year, in order 
to settle well into their new routines as students. Ideas for participation could 
include the various methods of field text collection (students interview each other, 
talk in small groups about their experiences, bring pictures or photographs that 
remind them of their year so far, drawing their experiences, and reflecting in small 
groups) as used in this study. 
- There is a need for higher education institutions to plan vibrant, relevant, well-
advertised first-year student experience programmes encompassing the 
academic, cultural, personal, social, and sporting spheres to assist in building 
positive identities for new students 
- Teaching and learning approaches should be adapted to integrate the sociocultural 
context of the student, and the disciplinary content and knowledge of what students 




teaching and learning approaches which harness the personal strengths and lived 
experiences of students. In doing this, the voices of culturally diverse students are 
also heard. 
 Research limitations 
This study is based on research with a small number of student respondents and 
therefore findings may not be transferable. The field text sets were collected in a 
unique, private higher education setting, and may not have findings and 
recommendations beyond the periphery of the site at which the research was 
undertaken. 
It was not intended that my seven respondents should be a representational sample 
of the campus population. However, the objective was to work with a sample to give 
‘voice’ to first-year students, allow their stories to be heard, and conduct a thematic 
analysis to determine common identity themes. My aim was to demonstrate the 
uniqueness of several respondents’ first-year experiences. 
Because narrative is a self-revealing act, the respondents and their abilities to 
communicate their own stories were both a strength and a weakness during the field 
text collection phase.  The respondents were not always able to fully explain their 
experiences, actions, or intentions.  However, they could tell stories about what they 
had experienced, and why they had experienced these things in a certain way (Denzin 
& Lincoln, 2013:24).  
 Research value and originality 
This study has provided in-depth research and arrived at a useful and practical way to 




definition of identity adopted in this study was that the collections of stories that 
commencing students in higher education tell, reflect and represent, reveals their 
identities and in turn, their student identity development.  Although the notion of identity 
being revealed through story is not new, it is a viable and useful definition for use in 
the context of South African identity research on students in transition – studying 
students in transition though this lens elicited extremely rich narrative and thematic 
findings, thus contributing to knowledge in the field of student transition to higher 
education.  
The study value of this research is clear as it provided an honest, transparent account 
of my narrative and thematic inquiry. It produced trustworthy and credible accounts of 
respondents’ first-year experiences. I used the trustworthiness criteria of Loh (2013) 
to ensure academic alignment in conducting qualitative research, so that this study 
contributes to the development of knowledge in this area. I employed ‘verisimilitude’ 
as a central criterion to evaluate the value of my inquiry to gain acceptance of my work 
from the academic community. I also addressed the study from a ‘utility’, or usefulness 
point of view, to ensure relevance for practitioners and researchers in higher education 
studies working in the narrative field. 
The style that I chose to write this thesis in was autobiographical. However, weaving 
myself and my experiences throughout the thesis,  I shared more than just the personal 
narratives of my respondents - I was compelled to move beyond just telling their lived 
stories. I also told and described my own story (as a student in transition from school 
to university many years ago, and towards becoming an academic scholar). This style 
contributes to the field of narrative research as an exemplar of the narrative approach 




served as a strong mirror or parallel to my respondents’ narratives which became a 
central thread in this thesis.  
 
I sought to investigate the sometimes discrete guidelines for writing narratives 
embedded in the research work of trusted researchers (Bolivar, 2002; Bruner, 1987; 
Goldsteijn and Wright, 2013; Kim, 2016; Maitlis, 2012; Riessman, 2008; and Somekh 
and Lewin, 2011),  and drew up clear guidelines for myself when crafting the seven 
narrative portraits. These guidelines may be useful for other narrative researchers to 
draw from in their own narrative research work.  
As there is seldom a roadmap of how to conduct and analyse a narrative study, this 
research provides a living exemplar - a way in which such a complex research process 
could unfold. Researchers could use and adapt parts of the study as they see fit for 
future studies. I was inspired by Kim (2016) throughout my study, as she urges new 
narrative researchers to push the boundaries of narrative inquiry. The study has 
provided an interesting combination of field text collection methods, which could be 
employed in further studies in order to understand commencing students in higher 
education better. Employing a multi-method approach with the collection of several 
field text sets, provided respondents with multiple opportunities to discuss their 
experiences and reveal their identity development. The methods used for collecting 
field text sets allowed in-depth exploration and rich findings of the personal meanings 
of their lived experiences of first year.  
In particular, in this study, I broadened the narrative methodological base in 
understanding commencing students’ experiences in higher education by making use 




generated photography most often involves respondents being given a camera and 
being tasked with taking pictures of their experiences or things that are important to 
them in a particular context (Guillemin & Drew, 2010:176). However, in this study, each 
of the respondents were asked to bring an already-taken photograph or picture to a 
group session which they felt best captured their experience of their first year. I had 
used my imagination and creativity to deepen existing analysis methods in the broader 
field of narrative research.The pictures brought by respondents could take the form of 
a photograph, a photograph downloaded from the internet onto their phone, or a 
picture from a magazine. This differs substantially from the traditional method of 
eliciting respondent-generated photography in that it allowed the respondents the 
opportunity to select the image themselves. This gave the respondents power and 
control to bring a photograph or picture that they felt comfortable with. It allowed them 
to use it as a vehicle and a metaphor to explain it in terms of why it reminded them of 
their first-year experience. As researcher, I had approached this section of the 
narrative investigation with Kim’s (2016:222) self-coined notion of ‘flirtation’ – where 
researchers should “capitalise on their imagination and creativity to adapt, modify, and 
deepen existing analysis methods to address our narrative research design and 
process”.  
This study employed a complementary methods design-type to answer the research 
questions. Using narrative and thematic analysis provided an opportunity for me to 
use  narrative analysis to focus on the particularity, complexity and unique accounts 
of each respondent, revealing how each of them constructed their individual student 
identities. The use of narrative analysis facilitated a vertical construction of individual 
‘becoming’ stories, resulting in crafted biographical narrative portraits of the seven 




enriched, informed, and complemented the thematic approach. Using thematic 
analysis allowed for a rich description of the field texts by identifying, analysing, and 
reporting themes influencing how their student identities were formed which emerged 
across all of the seven respondents. This informed more general understandings 
across the seven respondents in their experiences of transition to higher education. A 
thematic analysis facilitated a horizontal analysis across the seven respondents 
resulting in five broad themes, most consisting of a variety of sub-themes, emerging 
across all seven respondents. Through this, my study demonstrated the fluidity of the 
boundaries between the two approaches for analysis, and facilitated deeper, richer 
understandings of students’ transition experiences of first year.   
This study did not set out to exhaust how students experience their first year in higher 
education,  but rather to give voice to individual students, to help facilitate better 
understandings of commencing students that higher education practitioners face every 
day. 
 Implications and directions for further research 
- The research implies the need for further research into how staff experience their 
daily work with students in transition, and how they can collaborate to ensure a 
smoother, meaningful transition experience for students, facilitating student identity 
development. 
- The findings of the study imply the need for for higher education institutions and 
practititoners to engage research into to re-examining their practices, policies, 





- Research is encouraged to uncover how higher education institutions 
communicate their shared norms, values, and practices (Wolgemuth & Agosto., 
2019). The norms, values, and practices of higher education institutions are often 
discrete and hard to navigate for students who are new to higher education. 
Research into this area could facilitate a better ‘meeting’ between first year 
students and institutional expectations. 
- Given the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, research is needed into how first-
year students are developing first-year student identities in an online learning 
context. There is a need for higher education institutions to innovate to keep first-
year students engaged and develop the identities required for their academic and 
personal success in undergraduate study. 
 
 Reflection: My doctoral journey as a mirror of my respondents’ first-year 
journeys 
Just as my respondents’ first-year journeys were complex, complicated, and 
convoluted, so was my doctoral journey. As I worked with respondents in their first 
year of study and completed the study after my time with them was finished, I saw 
many parallels between what they and I had experienced.  
In the nearly six years that it took to complete this study, I had been at a high and low-
point of my working career and personal life. I felt both accomplishment and frustration 
in my career. I had been promoted twice at work and done much meaningful work – 
my job took up all my time. Yet, during this time I lost my main supervisor and a close 
friend to illness and I also lost my beloved father. Through the sale of the higher 




What was the point of everything? I had taken so long already with my study and my 
Dad was not there to see me finish my doctoral study.  When my father passed away, 
I silently but deliberately gave up on my doctoral study.  He would have been so proud 
- my perseverance and success in completing would have been his success too.  My 
throat burns deep down as I write this, fighting back sad and angry tears. The day 
before my Dad passed away, he asked me if I was focusing on my doctoral study, and 
asked me if I was going to finish soon. I remembered Kholwa’s words which mirrored 
my thoughts: “I’m not only doing this for myself, but for my family…being the first-born 
brings many challenges with it.  At the end of the day, you’re going to make your 
parents proud…” I also recalled Kondwani’s father saying to her, “(Kondwani), you 
have to study at a certain point”. 
My friends and other colleagues completing their doctoral studies were graduating fast 
and furiously. Although I was genuinely happy for them, I was crushed that I had been 
busy with this study for longer then them and was still nowhere near completion.  It 
hurt to look at ‘FaceBook’ and ‘LinkedIn’ pages seeing their lives moving forward – I 
wallowed in sadness, emptiness, failure, and self-pity often. I felt just like Kholwa (IR4) 
did when she struggled to find an institution to study at: “Everything said - it seemed 
to like - everybody's just moving on, and I'm just standing still. So there was this log 
here. And this log stands for me, being - when it got to me not being able to move 
forward.”  
For a long time I was weak in spirit and lacked motivation. I expected my supervisors 
to berate, chide, or even give up on me as I was not progressing, so I avoided them. 
At this time I remembered that Tammy (IR9) had felt the same during her studies too: 




accept that they are failing.  They don’t want anyone to know that they’re failing.”  My 
doctoral study withered until my supervisors picked me up.  I was not judged, but they 
made me realise that I had much to do in order to complete my study.  My family did 
the same, they never gave up on me – I drew strength from them, just as my 
respondents had drawn strength from different sources. I was reminded of Abikanile 
(IR11) who also drew strength from her family: “…my father is my support group, so I 
talk to him every day.  If I am struggling with anything, I know I can just call him and 
talk to him and explain. He will give me the motivation to finish.” One of Abikanile’s 
reflections of her first-year also came to mind: “Knowing that one is not alone in one's 
difficult and easy stages is invaluable.” For me, this was reassuring – we were all 
traversing difficult paths in navigating in our journeys. Just as I was traversing a difficult 
path, so had Abikanile and the other respondents.  
The respondents in my study had also progressed on their journey and had learned 
so much – this taught me that it was about time to do some of my own introspection 
and to stop seeing so many negatives and regrets in my personal life journey.  I had 
always excelled in the past – in sport at school, in my previous studies, and in my 
teaching career. I was a loved and respected colleague, and had enjoyed sound 
mentorship in the three jobs I had held in my working career.  
On resigning from a job that I had loved for 18 years, I imposed a house arrest on 
myself to work on my doctoral study and take care of my mother as she recovered 
from illness.  I vowed to make the financial sacrifice of not starting to work again until 
I had finally completed the ‘monster’ and ‘masterpiece’ called my doctorate. Little did 
I know that the outbreak of COVID-19 and subsequent lockdown in South Africa would 




I had navigated a number of difficult years to bring this study to fruition but had 
harnessed personal strengths and ‘capital’ to do this. I derived inner strength from my 
family and friends, and harnessed my self-determination and motivation to finish and 
succeed. In different ways, my respondents had navigated a challenging period of their 
lives and had harnessed their personal strengths to see it through too.  
The completion of this study will take my career path in a different direction. As I 
progressed in my career for 18 years at MSA, my work essentially took me out of 
academia per se and swallowed me up in much administration and the work involved 
in keeping a higher education institution running effectively. Although employed again, 
I now seek to rejoin an academic community in higher education by re-becoming an 
academic. It is time to put into action what I have learned. Going forward, I know that 
I will become an active researcher and strive to be the best supervisor I can be for 
masters and doctoral students. My journey of sense-making and becoming continues 
alongside the many students who continue to navigate their first-year studies. 
 Synthesis 
Although a small sample was used in this study, the research shows the significance 
of paying close attention to a small group and their experiences of first year. 
Storytelling is a critical process through which student identity develops. It offers 
detailed insights that could not have been gleaned from researching a large group of 
respondents. The study highlights the complexity and particularity of the respondents’ 
first-year experiences, which in turn revealed how they formed their identities.  
In this chapter, I restated my position as researcher in this study, and reiterated the 
purposes of the study and the research questions. I discussed the findings of this study 




recommendations based on my research question. I spelled out the research 
limitations of my study and commented on its research value and originality. I 
discussed implications of the research and possible directions for further research. As 
a narrative researcher I ended with personal reflections on my doctoral journey as a 
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Appendix C – Interview Protocol 
Interview Protocol: The use of narrative as a means to investigate first year student identity construction. 
Time of interview : ____________________ 
Date  : ____________________ 
Place  : ____________________ 
Interviewer : ____________________ 
Respondent name : ____________________ 
Respondent code : ____________________ 
Respondent school : ____________________ 
School they attended : ____________________ 
International / local : ____________________ 
  
Information to Respondents 
a) The purpose of this study is to investigate the use of narrative in first year student identity construction.   
b) This particular interview, as well as the others collected for this study, will be one source of field text set collection for the study 
in question.  The interviews will be audio-taped and transcribed for field text analysis. You will be given a transcript of your 
interview text set or narrative portrait for approval before it is included in the write up of the research.  As a research participant 
you may be asked to participate further in the study with different field text set collection methods over a period of one year. 
c) The participation in this research is completely voluntary.   
d) The signing of a consent form is necessary before commencement of the interview. You may withdraw from the interview at 
any given time.  The interview is confidential and codes will be used instead of your real name.  You will be offered a transcript 
copy once it has been typed to validate the content.  In addition you will be provided with the findings of the study. 




f) Have the respondent read and sign the consent form. 
Questions. Clarifying Probes – explain the 
answer in more detail. 
Elaborating Probes – explore the 
content in more depth. 
Reflective questions. 
Tell me about your 
experiences at 
Monash South 
Africa up until now. 
 
Can you focus on a specific 
experience? 
Which experiences were meaningful 
and why? 
Can you think of any less 
pleasant/more pleasant 
experiences? 
Tell me more about … 
“Tell me more” 
“Could you explain your response 
more” 
“I need more detail” 
“Why?” 
“How?”- how did you feel about that? 
“Further examples…” 
Play back to the interviewee 
what he/she has said: So 
you felt that…? 
“Uh huh” 




Could you explain your feelings 
about your new experiences during 
your first few weeks at MSA? 
Could you relate your feelings about 
experiences? 
How do you feel about some of the 
experiences that mattered and how 
you felt about them? 
“Tell me more” 
“Could you explain your response 
more” 
“I need more detail” 
“Could you explain why”                      
“How?”- how did you feel about that? 
“Further examples to explain…” 
 
Play back to the interviewee 
what he/she has said: So 
you felt that…? 
“Uh huh” 
Tell me about how 
you are arriving at 
an understanding 
of what it means to 
be a student in 
higher education 
Think back to when you first arrived 
at the campus and what you have 
learned? 
Can you provide me with an example 
of when you felt that you truly 
understood something about what it 
means to be a student in HE as a 
result of a new understanding? 
Can you talk about some of the 
sources of your new 
understandings? 
“Tell me more” 
“Could you explain your response 
more” 
“I need more detail” 
“Further examples to explain…” 
“How?”- how did you feel about that? 
 
Play back to the interviewee 
what he/she has said: So 





Do you have any examples that 
would enhance your understanding 
of what it means to be a student in 
HE?  
How have your new understandings  
helped or hindered your daily life as 
a student?  
What personal 
strengths do you 
think you have 
brought with you as 
a student to MSA to 
ensure your 
success? 
Focus on yourself now and relate a 
few examples of your strengths 
Can you provide any examples to 
show how these strengths are 
helping you to adjust to being a 
student at MSA? 
How does having these strengths 
make you feel? 
“Tell me more” 
“Could you explain your response 
more” 
“I need more detail” 
“Further examples to explain…” 
“How?”- how did you feel about that? 
 
Play back to the interviewee 
what he/she has said: So 
you felt that…? 
“Uh huh” 
Do you feel that you 
have any 
weaknesses that 
may hinder your 
success as a 
student? 
Have any experiences revealed any 
personal weaknesses? 
In what way is this weakness 
perhaps standing in the way of your 
success as a student? 
How do you think you could 
overcome this weakness?  
What sort of support would you 
require to overcome this weakness? 
“Tell me more” 
“Could you explain your response 
more” 
“I need more detail” 
“Further examples to explain…” 
“How?”- how did you feel about that? 
 
Play back to the interviewee 
what he/she has said: So 
you felt that…? 
“Uh huh” 
How are you 
managing the 
change from high 
school to higher 
education? 
What are the university’s 
expectations of you as a student? 
Are you managing these? 
What are your expectations of the 
university? Is MSA meeting these 
expectations? 
“Tell me more” 
“Could you explain your response 
more” 
“I need more detail” 
“Further examples to explain…” 
“How?”- how did you feel about that? 
 
Play back to the interviewee 
what he/she has said: So 







Information for interviewer 
a) Thank the respondent for his / her co-operation and participation in this interview.   
b) Assure them of the confidentiality of the responses.   

















Appendix D – Sample interview transcript 
DATE OF AUDIO   : 12 OCTOBER 2016 
LENGTH OF AUDIO  :  50:50 
TRANSCRIPTION LEGEND : RESEARCHER   R 
     : INTERVIEW RESPONDENT IR (4) 
   
R Okay so (name of respondent) it’s the twelfth of October and you have 
just had your break recently, uhm, but I wanted to thank you for giving 
up your time for this interview. You have had a look at my ethics 
clearance, the application, what the study is going to cover so I’m really 
interested in your story alright. So when we do this interview you don’t 
need to tell me about other students unless you think it’s important but 
I’m really interested in the stories that students tell me about higher 
education. Uhm, what we must do on the backside of that page where 
you looking now, we just need to get your informed consent. So we will 
make sure that is done before you leave uhm but if I can just. I think you 
have the copy uhm I don’t so you agreed to be involved in the above 
research project as a participant and then those three boxes are if you 
are younger than eighteen. Are you younger than eighteen? 
IR No. 
R Okay, uhm, and then the following one would be the parent who would 
then sign on behalf of the child. Uhm you agree that ah, may be involved 
in the above as participants. You have read the research information 
pertaining to this project and then you will be able to tick there, ‘allow me 
to review the report prior to publication,’ so before I put anything in and 
remember it will never say “(mentions name of respondent) said”. Alright 
it will be for example ‘respondent six said that,’ so I will ensure the 
confidentiality but you have a right to say, “Debbie before you have it 




given an accurate reflection of the types of things I’ve said and then allow 
me to review the report after publication once again,” and you can uhm 
keep a signed copy of this document as proof of our agreement right and 
then just remember. 
IR Can I just ask? 
R Ja. 
IR Is this just for if you maybe if you want a copy of your research 
document? 
R Ja. It wouldn’t be the whole research document. I would certainly make 
it available to you if you wanted it because the students are the ones that 
are helping me to create this project so by all means. Ja, and you must 
remember at any time that you can withdraw from this process so if you 
get twenty minutes into the interview and you don’t like the questions I’m 
asking, you feel uncomfortable or anything like that then you are more 
than welcome to withdraw at any time. And then as I explained to the 
students in a big group when I let you know about the project I will be 
interviewing thirty students but then I will be moving forward for the next 
year with about eight to twelve students so I may ask you and of course 
you can say yes, or you can say no, where students will actually make 
sense of their experiences through digital diaries and that I will give 
students training on and we come together and we talk about these 
things. Okay, so we will go straight on to the questions. Please 
remember that there is no right or wrong answer and it’s just about your 
experiences. Okay so let me just check that this is in fact…Yes it’s all 
working. Okay so just to start off when you started studying here at 
Monash South Africa in July 2015 right? 
IR Yes. Ja. 
R So just give me the big picture. Tell me about your experiences at 




IR Uhm based on the teachers or with the students? 
R It can be anything (name of respondent), anything.  
IR Uhm. 
R I would like to hear your stories of experiences. So tell me some of the 
stories about things that have happened in the last couple of months? 
IR Okay…uhm, I got here, I was very depressed then. I wanted to study 
because I stayed six months at home without ah finding school, so when 
I found Monash and I came to apply the application process was very 
quick. I was like okay if everything is going to be this efficient then I think 
I’m going to like this school. Okay, and then when we started I had a little 
bit of a financial problem but then I was able to start on the same week 
with everyone else. 
R Okay. 
IR And then uhm I went to class uhm I found a few lectures. I was I think 
two days late and then I got to the lectures because I thought okay this 
is how it goes. Uhm I was trying to adjust to the way the lectures go and 
to find uhm…the problem was finding the buildings, no not the buildings 
- the room where I’m actually going… 
R Okay. 
IR … but I had a talk before. I just didn’t know. The person that was showing 
me around didn’t show me the whole place. He just showed me the 
building, that this building it’s the Social Sciences and then, uhm, we met 
our lectures and I thought, “Okay, these people are nice. That’s nice.” 
And then they told us about tutors - that we can have tutors and then I 
got a sudden okay - since we have tutors maybe my marks will become 
better because in high school we couldn’t have, uhm, tutors. We could 
have actual lessons but they were not so helpful because you couldn’t 
have a very one-on-one. You could have an actual lesson but one-on-




then you have to pay for them. So here because you, they free, and you 
just need to contact them. Uhm, that made me very like okay, I’m going 
to find these people and I must work with them. Uhm, then we met the 
lectures, none of them are bad. Actually I have a friend who started in 
January so she asked me. She’s like, uhm, who are your lecturers? And 
then I told her my lecturers and then she said to me, “Ah you don’t have 
that bad people”. She had a bad experience in the first semester so when 
I told her I’m like all the people that teach me are ladies and they are so 
nice and they have no problem. They don’t have. You know some ladies 
have got these mood issues and all that. I didn’t have those kinds of 
teachers so I was and they were free. Every time you wanted to talk to 
them they just talk to you and they help you and whatever you need. 
Even if you go and consult with them they don’t just say, “Okay what you 
doing is fine”, or if even if you are late they... It’s right that we must, uhm, 
send things on time but…uhm, sometimes we’ve got situations that don’t 
allow us to come early so then, uhm, I had one assignment that I had to 
do and I saw after handing it in after a week that I handed in the wrong 
assignment, the one that I did not edit so after that the lecturer is like; 
“No just send me the proper one and then we can work with it”. And I 
was like, “Okay!” I was stressing. It’s like these people are actually 
helping us and I was telling my other friend the other day, I’m like…you 
know, I think university is easier than high school for me because in high 
school I think there was too much pressure. In university we are more 
relaxed and we…They don’t tell you, “This is time for this, time for this 
and time for that and they…” Uhm. So half of the things I knew when I 
got here because we learnt them in high school. When they taught us in 
high school they taught us in university this is how they are going to mark 
your work. This is how they are going to do it. This is how you must uhm 
conduct yourself and you must be on time and you must do this and this 
and this so I thought it was going to be a stress and it was going to be 
hard. And I’ve got also friends from Wits and other Universities who have 
been complaining. They have been telling me they have so much work, 




situation to mine I’m like, No guys”. Mine is just different you know. It’s a 
little bit easier than high school. 
R Which high school did you go to? 
IR I went to (name of local high school) High in south of Johannesburg. 
R Ja. 
IR So we in High school we had homework and then we had, uhm, extra 
mural activities plus projects and we writing a test especially in Grade 11 
and 12 so we had so much work that we had to keep up with that we 
didn’t have a break, even during break we were working. Here you can 
have break time and they give you work but for example our English 
teacher, Doctor (name of lecturer), she was teaching us uhm, 
paraphrasing and summaries so she said that, uhm, when she taught us 
she went through every sentence. She’s like; “How would you 
paraphrase this sentence?” And I said to my friend, “Why is she going 
through the whole paper with us? Isn’t she supposed to give us the paper 
and we supposed to find out how we supposed to do this?” Uhm, and 
my friend’s like, “I don’t know, maybe that’s how Monash works?” Uhm, 
so when she was helping us through each of the sentences I’m like; “You 
know, if I was in high school they were going to explain to us and give 
us an example of just one summary and then they were going to give 
us…ah, maybe two or three summaries to go and do at home and if you 
didn’t do that summary then you would get a punishment, like maybe 
detention or sometimes also. So here it is easier because the lecturers 
go through with you. Even in media studies and, uhm, Technology for 
University Studies. The teacher shows us…“this is how you work on your 
weaker spaces and if you don’t understand come to me”. And I went to 
a consultation. She showed me how you make a page and everything 
and all those things and I thought that, uhm, if I went to another university 
maybe I just have to find it out how do I create this thing and I had stress 
because the last time I did, uhm, computers was in Grade Nine because 




“Okay I have to try to remember all of these things. I must and then”, 
uhm. So once the teacher was able to help me it was easier for me to do 
it. I’m like; “Okay, I think I’m going to like Monash. It’s not stress. You 
know you can go home.” 
R Do you think it’s too easy? 
IR No it’s not too easy. Uhm, they give you work that you don’t only have to 
think about even when you research. You must get proper facts. You 
don’t just take the first thing you see on the internet. Uhm, and your work, 
the way you write, the way you present your work, everything. It must be 
up to standard. So it’s not that it’s easier than high school. The level of 
thinking is higher than high school but the amount of pressure that they 
give us is less you see. 
R Okay and from what I’m hearing you’ve spoken about quite a lot of 
positive things so it seems like your experiences have been quite 
positive but you said I arrived after two days and there were some 
finance issues. Do you want to talk a little bit about that and maybe any 
other challenging experiences that you’ve had so far? 
IR Okay uhm so the finance. When I got here it was the last week of 
orientation so, uhm, I just got here - just coming to ask questions about 
Monash just to find out if they will accept me. So when that guy, uhm, 
checked my Matric certificate and evaluated like; “No, we can accept you 
if you can get, if you are able to get the 25 percent (fees) on Monday”. 
I’m like “Okay, uhm don’t take my details off just keep them and then if I 
can get them on Monday then we can start school and if I can’t then I will 
come back and cancel. So then I came and then my Dad said okay. My 
dad was about to get paid, it was just days before… 
R Okay. 
IR So I just had to wait for him to get paid and then I…so you see, so then 
I received it on the Tuesday instead of the Monday. Ja. It wasn’t a big 




home I don’t have….my mom’s laptops got a problem so I can’t access 
the schools’…uh, website, and I can’t access my emails so every time I 
do something like right now I have to plan that. Uhm, I have to. First I 
use public transport so I have to plan that I’m going to work between now 
and six o’ clock and then six o’ clock I leave and then I get home around 
8. So my problem was…uhm, keeping up because when you are here. 
Uhm, like that other time I had to leave. I left at 12 because I wanted to 
do an assignment and I had to hand it in and I didn’t want to hand it in 
late so my friend said that I could ask for a res pass so that I can sleep 
in her res but I couldn’t because it was late.  So I had to finish this thing 
up to 12 and then wait for my parents to fetch me. So the problem is the 
internet access and the travelling. So if I could…if I could live closer I 
would be able to just finish all my tasks on time and have more spare 
time because I enjoy. How do I put it? Uhm, my other friend was 
complaining. She’s like; “You always working - like you always working”. 
I’m like; “No, I do have free time. I do have time to socialise but when I’m 
at school I must just work because when I am at home I have to relax 
because there’s nothing I can do because I don’t have internet.” The only 
thing I can do is read and study and catch up on what I haven’t done. 
That’s the only thing I could do. I can’t access the internet, things from 
here. So then that’s the only problem. 
R Okay, and if you reflect on the past weeks and starting at the end of July, 
can you talk a little bit about your feelings? What are the different 
emotions that you went through? 
IR The first one was friends. Uhm, I told myself when I got here I’m like; “I’m 
not just going to have any type of friend.” That’s what I told myself. I can’t 
just choose anyone, especially people that smoke. I don’t like people that 
smoke so when I got here I spent almost five to seven weeks without 
friends because I got this lady and she was too hyper. She was loud and 
like…no, I don’t like loud people. I can deal with her and she can be my 
friend but and then there was a girl. Then we had a group project. Okay, 




same likes and just like okay. So we see each other every time and the 
only thing is that we only saw each other in the English class so we didn’t 
see each other all the time and then there was a girl I met in another 
group. We had to do group work together and then this girl was 
just…She was sick so on the day she was not in a good mood and she 
was just rude to all of us in the group and then the other two girls, I don’t 
know how they felt but they just left and they did the project alone. So I 
was very hurt and like; “How can these people just disappear?” So then 
I went to my lecturer. I’m like; “Look ma’am, they have disappeared; can 
I do this thing alone?” And then I did it and I did it well and then…uhm, I 
was like; “Ma’am can I be the last one to present, let them all present 
first.” They all presented, everyone did everything and then I was the last 
one to present and then everyone else was actually happy for my…it 
was a PowerPoint presentation so they were happy for me because I 
used what I had learnt in the other class. All those animations and all 
those things, so they were happy. They were like; “Oh wow, your 
presentation was nice and everything”, and I was thinking; “No it wasn’t 
nice. I was nervous and I was shaking and my voice was not coming out 
and ma’am actually liked it.” It was like; “Okay, if I’m going to get good 
marks then it’s good.” Ja. So then the…uhm the [unclear] for the other 
girls went down because I was able to just let it go and forgive them 
because uhm…I was like; “This is not hard, I did it overnight and I got 
good marks. So if I did it four weeks before I was going to get 100 
percent.” So like; “Okay, I can do this”, and my mom was like; “You know 
what? Just don’t worry about the girls. It’s university and it’s one of the 
experiences that you are going to have in University. Of people that are 
just…” Uhm, they just don’t say anything. They just walk away and ja, 
then I met this lady, Catherine. She is from Nigeria. Uhm, when we met 
we...I’m not sure if we thought the same way or maybe but along those 
lines I’m sure our maturity level is close to being the same. So when she 
met me she’s like “You don’t work like”…she was telling me you don’t 
work like South Africans. “You like uh…Nigerian people.” So I’m like; 
“Tell me about Nigerian people and let’s compare”, and then she’s like; 




something and see if it’s going to work”, and she’s like; “South African 
people have the potential and they very smart but sometimes they just 
withdraw from taking risks and all of that”. She’s like; “But you - you just 
not like a South African. You just take risks. If you see that something is 
going to work or even if you not sure, you just try it and see if it’s going 
to work out”. I’m like; “Oh well, I don’t.” Maybe I am like Nigerian people 
in terms of the working. 
R Okay. So we’re talking about these first couple of months here at 
Monash. So from where you started off to where you are now you have 
learnt a whole lot of things. Can you give me an example of the time 
where you have felt I truly understand what it means to be a student? So 
it could be a story where something happened or something in your 
experience? 
IR Uhm, it was when…there was this week where we were handing in 
assignments, two weeks from each other. So it was the first time we were 
handing in essays. So the worry was not about putting the information in 
the essay, the worry was…uhm, the plagiarism and percentage, and how 
many if we could reach the number of words. Okay, I didn’t worry about 
words because I can write and I just enjoy writing so I can write as much 
as…uhm, possible, but I was just worried about the plagiarism. So every 
time we write we try to do all these things that they were teaching us in 
the class. You must paraphrase this way and this is how you do in-text 
referencing and all that and then uhm…the day I left at twelve, I 
remember that day, I even posted on Facebook that I am only leaving 
school right now and then I said that it only sinks in now that I am actually 
in university because at first I was relaxed…ah, this place, it is not so 
difficult, it’s nice. You know you have got access to internet. We can do 
anything. Uhm and then it [unclear] if I leave this late, I can’t afford to 
leave this late all the time. Then it’s like; “Okay I must. I think I started 
the assignment late so that’s why I finished around twelve that day.” So 
then I was like; “Okay now I am in university - because I saw that you 




want my assignments to be brought in the twenty-fifth day of the month 
of this week and then that teacher is going to be like; “Okay mine, I’m 
going to make it on the first.” They used to discuss and then tell us; 
“Okay, we have decided that we going to give you space in-between”, 
and then here…uhm, you can’t really tell if you have discussed that they 
all want it in the same day. Like there was a time when I had to ask, 
submit…uhm - Geography and English on the same day. So I could see. 
I must work. I had to allocate my time to do for each two and one was 
lacking and the other one was okay. So even in my months you can see 
that this one was started late and the other one started earlier. Ja. 
I Okay, and were there any other…uhm, examples? Are there any other 
examples that you can think of where you thought so this is what it 
means to be a student? Are there any things that stick out in your mind? 
IR Uhm. I think it’s the way…uhm…I don’t have casual clothes, if I should 
put it that way. Uhm…you know when you are used to wearing school 
uniform you don’t really buy clothes that much. So when I came here I 
saw. The first thing I saw, the first few days I first saw a lot of children 
wearing makeup. I was like; “Okay why are these people having so much 
makeup?” And then I saw a lot of people having weaves and nails and 
then I saw people dressing up. I’m like; “These people are dressing up 
to come to school.” I’m like; “Why?” You know I kept on asking myself 
these questions and then I was like; “Oh my friend!” I was like; “Have 
you forgotten that we are in university and in university you do whatever 
you want? People dress. If they feel like they want to dress half naked 
they can. If they feel like they want to wear proper they can.” Uhm…and 
then this other lady, she was in the first semester last year. She like to 
me in Monash there are a lot of presentations that people do - so when 
they dress up they don’t. Sometimes they have to dress up for to get 





IR You see. So I was like; “Oh okay, now I see so many of these people. 
Then I saw…uhm, and then I was like; “Let me stop looking at the ladies 
with their makeup”. And then I saw other children and everyone has got 
their own way of dressing, even if they dress the same things over and 
over but you can’t tell because…uhm, everyone changes every day. You 
see that’s the thing, even if they wore the same jean two or three times 
a week, they changed it with ah the top or maybe the shoes, so you could 
see that these people are dressing for a certain, uh, school level. They 
not just dressing to…Some of them they want to be…ah. Some of them 
have fashion sense or should I put it that way? Or maybe they want to 
be seen. Some people are just dressing. You know what? I have to dress 
casual because I’m going to school. I’m going to be busy the whole day. 
I’m going to be walking around. I can’t be wearing heels the whole day. 
You see so I had to learn how to have a university dress. I was telling 
my mom; “I can’t wear my dresses”. Like even in the taxi - when you sit 
you are worrying about this dress you are wearing because of the certain 
type of material. You see. And then she actually bought me jeans. I did 
have jeans before but I didn’t really wear them and then I wore jeans. 
Like; “Okay this is university life.’ You know, we got jeans and t-shirts, 
you fine. 
R Okay and any more experiences? So you’ve spoken about some of the 
academic things. You have said you know this is something you have 
noticed about your peers around you. Is there anything else that sticks 
out in your mind when you realised so this is, you came to an 
understanding; this is what it means to be a student? 
IR Uhm I think I will remember it later. 
R Okay. 
IR Not now. 





R Okay, so moving on and talking a little bit more about you now. Alright. 
What are your personal strengths? What strengths have you brought 
from everything else in your life to university? What strengths have you 
brought to Monash? 
IR Uhm…that I’m not easily influenced. Uhm, when I make a decision I 
usually think about things before I make them. I don’t like them. I think 
my strength is not wanting to be like everyone else. I always want to 
stand out. I don’t want to look like everyone or dress like everyone else. 
I was telling my friend that I don’t follow trends because if I follow trends 
then I’m just going to look like everyone else. Like today, morning, 
uhm…I was going to withdraw money. Uhm…and then I saw five ladies 
walking past with the same hairstyle and then I thought to myself; 
“Maybe this must be the hairstyle in season because everyone is having 
the same hairstyle?” and I’m like; “Okay fine. Oh well they all want to 
look the same.” So I think my strength coming here is not wanting to be 
like everybody else and also…uhm, when I work I told myself that. I have 
been teaching myself to be temperate and trying to be disciplined 
because…uhm, if I…I realised that if I don’t, my work is going to lack and 
it’s going to…it’s going to catch up with me. Like now I had. There was 
this thing where you have to reflect in technology and I’ve been doing 
everything but reflecting so now I think; “Eish! Now I have to sit down 
and I have to think of what happened the past few weeks and how I was 
feeling on that day. And then I thought to myself; “You know what? If I 
was more disciplined in this part of things…I was. It was just going to be 
easy because I had to do an English file. The day I heard about it I just 
did it. I took the file. I made all the file dividers so every time I needed 
something, whatever we did in class it just slotted in and if I did that for 
the other, the weekly spaces, it would have been easy. So I was teaching 
myself, you know, what works on being disciplined. Try be disciplined. 
I’ve been trying all the other things and they have been working. 
Even…uhm, uh…when it comes to money - because you see here 
people are buying every day and you think; “Where do children get so 




buying that. You know, they just buying everything, you know, and you 
think maybe they have money or maybe they working somewhere? Okay 
some are working. They do tell you that they working. Some get money 
from their parents and some you just don’t know. So I told myself to not 
want because I have seen something, but to budget. Not only budget 
money but to budget time and everything. 
R Mm. So where does all of this come from (name of respondent)? 
IR Ah I don’t know. Uhm…I think…uhm. I think church plays a role. At 
church we learn how to conduct ourselves…uhm, and in our church we 
have got how do I say it? It’s like departments. We’ve got health and 
then we’ve got…uhm, stewardship - which is to do with finances and how 
you carry yourself. And health and how you treat people and then we 
have other departments that…music and all the others. So…uhm, in 
the…There’s also education. So in education they give us…uhm, study 
tips and all those advices. And in the finance they teach us how, even 
you don’t need to have a job in order to be able to keep a proper budget 
and all these things. So when they teach us, I just take in something that 
I have learnt and then I try to practice it in my life so that if it works for 
me then it must be good for me. So…uhm, even at home my dad 
always…my dad doesn’t go to church but he always says to me 
that…uhm, I must not want something because I see it from someone or 
because I must not want something flashy or whatever that I see it from 
someone because I don’t know how they got it. Some people might have 
stolen and some people might have worked for it so you don’t know 
which one is which you see. Uhm, ja and other things… I just read some 
books and then I take a few things, even the things I watch on tv…Uhm. 
Maybe if you watch a movie and you see that this lady…like there was 
this lady - she was a doctor. She was a musician but people in her 
workplace they never knew she was a musician until this one guy found 
her. This guy started singing and then she joined in and it’s like; “Oh you 
can sing, excuse me, oh, you can sing!” She’s like; “Yeah, I can sing.” 




“When I’m at work I’m dealing with a patient. I must see that they are all 
fine and they healthy and then my free time I can then play some music, 
or go to any music show or things like that.” Ja. So I was checking. Okay, 
when I am at school I must do my school work and in my free time then 
I can do whatever I want. 
R Okay. Really interesting. Have you, do you think you have any 
weaknesses that maybe hinder you as a student? Are there some things 
that you find really difficult to deal with or work through at Monash? 
I Uhm…I think this has been an ongoing madness, not only at Monash. 
Uhm…time management. I think I have a time management problem 
and…uhm, lately, no that one is not a weakness that is just me not being. 
Ja. So I have been. Time management. I’ve been seeing that the 
difference between o’ clock and five past because you know sometimes 
you want to be just five minutes early or five minutes late but I’ve seen 
that when you are here, the first five minutes of university they generally 
the most important things especially in a lecture or in the tutorial. The 
first five to ten minutes they tell you the most important things - maybe 
something you have to do with the test or maybe announcement for the 
next lecture or maybe we missed a lecture because of holiday so they 
going to tell you in that first five minutes and then they will talk about 
everything else that is supposed to, maybe the topic for the day after. So 
I have realised that I need to work on my time management so that in 
five minutes I do not miss out on those important things that I need. 
R Okay is there anything else? You know if you think of the broad Monash 
you gave an example of in class now. Are there any challenges that you 
have outside of the class? 
IR Uhm I wouldn’t call it as challenges because… 
R Something that you may experience as difficult? 
IR I don’t know. I don’t think I have realised it yet, maybe. Uhm…I have 




from how they see you were. So you see girls that have natural hair 
maybe. There’s few that become friends with you because of who you 
are and then some of them are friends because they tell each other; 
“Let’s do this and let’s do that. We go partying on this day together. We 
going to have hair like this.” Uhm…you can actually see that they look 
the same, even when they don’t come to class, both of them don’t come 
the same day or the same time and they always have to catch up the 
same time. You just wonder, okay: ‘These two are just...they just doing 
all the wrong things at the same time together you see. So…uhm, even 
making friends, that’s why it took me so long. I had to. I first saw like; “No 
these girls - some of them they gossip.” I don’t like gossip. So some of 
them they’ve got more to talk about. Uhm…things that are not going to 
build them. Let me put it that way. So…uhm, whether at school or to do 
with life in general or anything around even if we see someone wearing 
something, they would rather talk about that person rather then tell them 
no there’s something wrong. Maybe if they can help them fix it. They 
would rather talk about them so I had to just; “Wait, like no! I don’t want 
to be your friend. We can be classmates, its fine, but friends? No.” So it 
was hard because some people - they judge you from what they see. So 
the lady I am friends with now, she’s like to me; “I like you because you 
just tell me things as they are. If you say to me I’m not dressed properly 
today I can accept your judgement because I know it’s going to be true.” 
You see? So she doesn’t, she says to me; “I don’t like these other girls.” 
She refers to them as immature because they just gossip or they do 
whatever they see that everyone else is doing and they don’t want to be 
themselves. You see it’s a problem. 
R Okay. So making the change from school to University, you spoke a little 
bit about that just now. There are things that you expect of Monash and 
there some things that Monash expects of you. So coming in you said; 
“I came in just to find out and they said you know you can apply now. 
You can come now.” At that stage, what were your expectations? What 
did you expect? This is a university that I’m coming into. So what sort of 




I I didn’t expect the way firstly the lecturers, how they would respond to. 
Like, okay, before I go there. Uhm…during the application process the 
people that helped me with the application process, they were just 
different from…uhm, all the other universities. I think I have been to a 
number of universities applying and…uhm, you know sometimes…uhm, 
if you with your parent they have this thing that if you with your parent; 
“Why are your parents still treating you as a baby when you are in 
university?” because, just because your parents are accompanying you 
to fill in forms and all of those things or maybe if you go alone they treat 
you bad because they know ah…she’s a child. She can’t speak up for 
herself. You know things like that. So when I got here the service was 
different. The people when I met these two people, the person that made 
me sign in and the person that made me fill in the forms and everything, 
whilst they are doing this thing they actually make you feel comfortable 
to just ask you normal questions about life so that you can feel relaxed. 
You don’t have to feel tense or anything and they don’t. You know some 
people - they just do work because it has to be done. Uhm…they look 
like they enjoying what they doing. I’m not sure if they do but…uhm, 
when they help you, you actually feel like I went there and I actually got 
help. I can see. You know some. If there was something that we can 
rate? I was looking at that email they sent us for (teaching) evaluations. 
It’s like I have to do that evaluations thing because I actually…Some of 
the things that you can actually comment about. They even ask you 
about your teachers, so you can tell them that my teacher is like this and 
this is how she works and you can even recommend that if she doesn’t 
do this, then she can do it maybe next time when she teaches someone 
else she will do it. You see and another thing was the lectures, uhm…I 
have a friend who studies at, at (name of public university). She was 
telling me, he was telling me, about the number of students are in a 
lecture hall. I told him. I’m like we not more than 300, even 100 is a lot in 
our lecture hall. I was just thinking our largest was English, our largest 





IR So…uhm, I was telling him…like you know at Monash, we are able to go 
to the lecturer after that. We know the lecturers offices. We can go there. 
If we have a problem we can tell them; “Ma’am this is my problem. I need 
you to help me with this, this and that”, and then they will help you. They 
will give you guidelines so when you get out of the office, you got help, 
and you can actually work with it and it can help you for the rest of your 
life. Even there was a career fair that they had - two of them. I went to 
them. Like; “Let’s go!” I was telling my friend. My friend was lazy. I’m like; 
“Okay fine. I’m leaving you and I’m going”, and then I went there. I asked. 
I went to the talks and I remember what this one guy said. We can’t come 
to Monash and pay so much school fees just to play around. You know 
you have to as a person be determined to do much better than average 
you know. So that stayed in me like ja and I know I can always. I’ve 
always been told that I’ve got potential to do well so let me just try and 
use this potential and see if it’s going to work. You know…uhm, even the 
lecturers and even the people who work in the tuck shop they don’t treat 
you as if you are just someone who is lost and you just disturbing the 
life. Everyone is just different this side of life. I’m not sure - maybe it’s 
where they working or maybe its knowledge of how you supposed to do 
things but they different compared to other universities. 
R Okay. So I’m picking up it’s been quite positive. So we’ve talked now 
about what you’ve expected and you made some comparisons with 
friends who maybe expected things but perhaps didn’t get what they 
want. What do you think Monash expects of you? What does Monash 
expect of a first year student? 
I Uhm…I think. I think they expect us to do okay, going up to excellent. 
They don’t expect us to. The way they bring things to us it’s not suppose 
to…uhm, give us so much stress. Let me put it that way. We suppose to 
be able to handle everything because of the way they give us information 
and they help us. Like the email things and all those other things. I know 
other universities they also have these email things. They also work the 




you know about. Uhm it’s like I know Monash is small here but if you 
compare it to first university…uhm, there are so many in Wits. My mom 
used to study at Wits so I used to visit her maybe after school when she 
is doing her studies. I’m also going to be there doing my research or 
doing homework or whatever so I see that there’s a problem outside but 
there’s not so many people attending it but Wits is such a big university. 
Why aren’t people attending such things and when I got here we had. 
There was a cultural event. Okay I didn’t go to that one. There was 
another one where it was. I think it was a welcome to management, 
something like that. There was a show and there were celebrities 
dancing on stage and they were singing and I saw that…uhm, the 
university has made it possible that everyone can attend to the problem. 
Uhm…so they expect us not only to. They expect us to do [unclear] 
studies but they allow us to have a social life, let me put it that way. You 
can do. You can have your social life. You can go partying. You can go 
shopping or whatever. Even when Doctor (name of lecturer) was helping 
us with our time management schedule, she’s like; “Put there that you 
have social time that you going to socialise on this for this time you going 
to be socialising and this time you going to go shopping. Just write it 
down even if you not going to go shopping or just write it as family time. 
You know that you got family time or time with friends you see.” So they 
allow us…uh, to be able to. They expect us to do but they also expect 
us to have…uhm, freedom to relax you know. They put the shows there 
so that we can be able to go to the shows. They actually…I remember 
that time they cancelled all the classes. Okay, I didn’t have cancelled 
classes but I didn’t have class on that day so…uhm, they made time for 
us to be able to attend the program and we were able to finish. Even if 
you had an assignment you had time to finish your assignment and then 
go and see the program and watch it and you could leave on time 
because they made the program…uhm, to be available for everyone 
because it was during the day to the evening so you could attend half of 




R That’s it. Okay. Has there been anything at Monash that’s just been 
bewildering that you think why is it like this or how did they expect me to 
know this? Anything that you had to work out for yourself? 
I Uhm I don’t know. Something that I had to work out for myself. Oh, I 
remember the other day I was talking about the lady. I’m not sure if I 
didn’t get it because I was not in the orientation or I was there but… uhm, 
getting to the lecturers. We were talking to each other. One thing just 
every first year maybe in your first lecturer just give you a small paper of 
the map of the school or maybe. 
R Because physically you said you got lost. 
IR Yes I did get lost and uhm I missed…no I didn’t miss a class. I got lost 
and I was late so I was afraid that the lecturer would just have would just 
shout at me or something like that so if maybe we could have something 
like. I ask myself, even when we got our timetables it was written MAC 
room something. So when I asked the older students that are fourth year 
students, they like say to us; “We don’t know any MAC room.” And then 
a person working in the library said that it’s building F. They just wrote 
MAC so that I don’t know its Monash something something. I don’t know 
what it stands for. 
R Africa Center. Ja. 
IR So then I was like; “Oh okay.” Then she’s like; “Every time you see this 
‘MAC’ just know it’s building F”. Then I could find class, like okay; “Now 
I know the MAC room - that the MAC place is building F. It’s just trying 
to find the place that is just the problem. 
R Okay. I’ve come to the end of my questions but is there anything that 
you feel you wish you had had a chance to talk about or something that 
you maybe wanted to touch on? Earlier in the interview I said we spoke 
about strengths or weaknesses and you said maybe we can come back 





IR Uhm…when I was talking about what Monash expects from us…uhm, I 
realised in the other universities when I was with my mom there were 
problems going on but they never gave them time to go there. So 
everyone was busy. The computer level was full. People were busy. 
They were working. They were in the libraries but there was an event 
going on outside and there were a few people there. So they don’t give 
them. They want them to ‘work, work, work’. This is what we want. We 
want you to pass at this level and you know – uhm, when you see. I’ve 
got friends from other universities, so like you know when you in high 
school, everyone goes to different universities. So others: they post on 
Facebook about the situation of the day and this guy was…I was an 
average student in high school…uhm, I was not top academic. I was just 
average so he was top academic in high school and he posts on 
Facebook he’s like; “You know, for the subject if I just received 50 
percent I’d be the happiest person in life and I’m like...when I comment 
I’m like; “Ah but you a top academic, why would you have such a 
problem?” and he’s like; “No - university is something else”. So he has 
probably had a bad experience compared to mine so when I’m here. 
When they give us work they explain it in detail. Every teacher says the 
same thing but in a different way. Some teachers they actually make you 
see. Like…uhm, we had to do essays so each teacher, excuse me 
(clears throat), explained the same thing in different ways. So you could 
tell that this teacher was just giving us the information that you would 
find on model but other teachers they put it that don’t write that “I”, don’t 
put “I” in an essay, write in the third person. They tell you this. When I 
was in high school when you wrote an essay they told us that in 
university, everything they been saying here they told us in university so 
now okay they telling us this. I know this. Let me just listen again so I 
can remind myself you know. Uhm, when I did my work I’m like; “I know 
that you have to write in this font. Usually you have to write in this font. 
It’s usually this font or this font every time when you are typing”. You 
know? So other children didn’t know that. So when they are asking me - 
I’m like; “I got it”. I just tell them everything and then I’m like; “But I’m not 




they checked it was the same. I was like; “Okay that means I still 
remember my high school”, [unclear] and then I feel a little good and 
then it’s like; “Yes, I remember!” You know? And…uhm, ja. Monash 
allows us to have fun. They also allow us to study so they give us study 
time. They actually give us this week, uh…this unit guide. They tell you 
that you going to do this in this week, this is what is expected. So you 
know that next week I’m submitting two assignments so I can plan in 
advance. So then when they give you this they expect you to give your 
best because you have had time to plan for this and you were given time 
to do it. So when you do it last minute that means that you must just be 
playing around. 
R (Name of respondent), it’s been so interesting listening and you’ve been 
lovely because you’ve just given lots of detail to the things that you have 
been saying so I really appreciate the interview very much. I will switch 
off now. 
END OF RECORDING 
 
